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      Nathan sat alone in his office as dawn arrived. The sun crept over the fortress of Gharrick Pass and shined through the narrow window in his office. Noticing that sunlight had lit up the room, Nathan raised his hand and flicked off the far light switch with a flash of magic. A moment later, the lights flickered off, as the magic that powered them vanished.

      If Nathan felt generous, he’d describe his office as cozy. It contained his desk, a large table in the center that seated four, and rows of shelves along the walls. Neat stacks of paperwork lined his desk, and he slowly worked through them. A clock ticked in the corner and a map of the region hung on the wall.

      “Nathan, you missed breakfast,” a familiar voice whined.

      A beautiful cat beastkin appeared in the open doorway carrying two plates of food. She had luscious black hair, tufted black cat ears, and a bushy tail that always seemed to need grooming—especially this morning, as her hair and tail looked to be a complete mess. Her black and silver uniform accentuated her curves, and especially her hefty bust. A sapphire gem glittered in her collarbone.

      “I have a meeting with Narime and Seraph this morning, Fei,” Nathan said, turning his attention back to his paperwork. He paused. “Did you at least bring a coffee?”

      Fei rolled her eyes, then turned to her side. “Bring Nathan a coffee.”

      A pair of guards stood outside Nathan’s office at all hours, and they jumped to attention in response to Fei’s order.

      “Yes, Captain!” one of the guards shouted. The hallway filled with the clatter of her boots.

      Then Fei stepped inside the office and deposited the food. Nathan noticed that her plate contained a lot more. Enough to feed ten men, in fact. Fei ate enough to bankrupt the average baron in a month, and nobody knew where it all went. Her plate was loaded down with meat, fried eggs, and hashed potatoes. Nathan’s was far tamer.

      Nathan blinked as he noticed a purple, metal comb sitting on his desk, next to his cutlery.

      “Is this some sort of imported knife?” he joked, preparing to cut into his breakfast sausages with the comb.

      Fei shot to her feet with a strangled scream. “Don’t you dare!”

      “Relax, Fei.” He laughed. “Finish your food. Then I’ll comb out your hair and tail if you’re well behaved. But only if I get my coffee.”

      The catgirl redirected her glare to the doorway, and she wolfed down her food with a glower. Only when the guard returned with a steaming mug of coffee did she cheer up.

      After she finished her food, Fei planted herself next to him. Her humming filled the office as she waited patiently for Nathan to begin combing her hair. Black cat ears twitched cutely in his peripheral vision, and he gave in without much struggle.

      As he spent the next thirty minutes taking care of his catgirl, Nathan let his thoughts wander.

      Over two months had passed since he had invaded the Federation. One month since the Amica Federation had officially become part of the Anfang Empire. Nathan was a Bastion of the Empire, and that made him a military commander with immense power. But reality was more complicated.

      A little over twelve months ago, Nathan had lived in a different kingdom, defending a fortress at the edge of the known world. He had lost everything, and then been offered the chance to go back in time to change it all. Or so he had thought.

      In truth, he now stood in a different world than the one he had been born in. He had been born Nathan Martel, but had taken over the life and body of Nathan Straub. But most things remained the same, and he had used his knowledge of the future to prevent the end of the world.

      That was why he could enjoy this quiet morning with Fei. Over the last year, he had stopped the demonic invasion that happened in his original world, captured the instigator, and then conquered the Federation.

      “What’s the meeting about?” Fei asked, her back still turned to him as he focused on her hair.

      “We’ll be going over the work to be done while I’ll be away,” Nathan answered.

      “Away?” Fei spun around, then yelped as she yanked the comb out of his hand in the process.

      Nathan straightened her head, then resumed taming her hair. “I know it’s early, but you do remember that we’re leaving to visit Vera and Anna tomorrow, right?”

      “We?” Fei remained silent for several seconds. “Oh. Whoops. I forgot.”

      Resisting the urge to bonk his catgirl on the head, Nathan said, “Remind me again who is in charge of my knights? Who is the beastkin that all of my soldiers are beginning to look up to and call captain, and think so highly of? Is it you, who forgot to give them orders while you’ll be away for a week or more?”

      “Um, yes?” Fei squeaked out. “I probably told Kara about it, so it should be fine.”

      Kara was Fei’s lieutenant who helped her do her job. Or, realistically, did her job for her. If Nathan felt mean, he’d say that Fei’s job was to look pretty while stabbing things. But she was very good at that, so he forgave her.

      “Don’t rely on your lieutenant to do everything,” he said. “I gave you, Sunstorm, and Sen promotions before we attacked the Federation because I felt you deserved it. You still need to prove to me that you do.”

      Fei grumbled, but remained silent.

      Nathan was a Bastion. One of the most powerful and influential individuals in the world. He controlled reality-bending binding stones that dotted the world, and in turn had some of the strongest warriors in the Empire under his command. Fei was one of those warriors, known as a Champion. The sapphire that gleamed in her collarbone was proof that she was one.

      He commanded multiple other Champions. Sunstorm was another—an assassin born in the Kurai Peninsula, but who grew up in the Federation after her homeland was overrun by demons. Another one was Sen, who was a powerful spellblade possessed by the spirit Ifrit. Both Sen and Sunstorm knew about Nathan’s past, but had incomplete memories of it.

      “Oh, I didn’t know Fei was invited to this meeting,” a new voice said from the doorway.

      Nathan and Fei looked over to see a gorgeous fox woman slink in wearing a figure-hugging blue dress. A pair of sapphires shimmered in her collar, and six massive, fluffy, silver tails flowed behind her body.

      This was Narime, another of Nathan’s Champions. She strode over to Nathan and planted a heated kiss on his lips. Fei whined in protest, but remained still due to the comb in her hair.

      “No fair,” Fei said.

      “Oh, hush. You claim him like this every morning,” Narime said as she pulled away. “Why don’t we hold our meeting outside, Nathan? It’s a glorious spring day and it’s nearly summer. Perfect weather to sit together outside and talk while basking in each other’s company, our hands linked, and my tails wrapped around your body.”

      Fei pouted. “But my tail…”

      “Goddess, I’ll let him finish grooming you,” the fox said. “Then we’ll go outside.”

      Nathan didn’t interrupt the play-fighting between his Champions. He shared his bed with both of these women, if not at the same time. While Fei grew more adventurous toward his other lovers, Narime remained nervous. But Nathan loved them all equally.

      Although he made sure that Fei’s jealousy never got out of control. He found her cattiness adorable, but only in small doses.

      Nathan finished combing out Fei’s tail, and she made her happiness plain to everybody with the scent she gave off. A moment later, Narime hoisted him from his chair and yanked him away from his desk.

      “Oh, and Fei?” Narime called out to the dazed catgirl. “Make sure that everything is ready before you leave. I’ll be very disappointed if I have to chase things up, or if Nathan needs to cover for you.”

      Fei squeaked, but her response was lost as Nathan and Narime left.

      They quickly found themselves in the rear courtyard. Given the time and weather, the dining area out here was packed with soldiers and knights. Servants rushed about with food and drink, while the soldiers bantered and laughed.

      Nathan noted that a lot of his beastkin knights wore a patch on their uniform. It was an altered crest of Nathan’s family—the family that had disowned him years ago.

      The normal crest consisted of a stylized helmet on top of a white shield and black background. The altered crest added a pair of black cat ears and a series of different animal tails around the helmet.

      He clicked his tongue as he passed the soldiers, but said nothing openly. Narime noticed.

      The eyes of his female knights followed him as he passed them. He pretended not to notice the lust in their eyes, or the way their tails wagged when he passed them. A few said hello, or called out to him as he passed, and he made sure to respond. He had grown used to their attention over the last several months.

      Narime led him to one of the quieter spots in the rear courtyard of the castle, away from the feasting soldiers.

      “How are you settling in?” Nathan asked her.

      Narime had only joined Nathan as a Champion when he invaded the Federation. But he had known her for years in his world, which meant he trusted her implicitly. She had centuries of experience under her belt, and he trusted her strategic advice above almost anyone else’s.

      Naturally, he had given her overall command of military deployments in his absence. If something happened, he knew she could handle it. Officially, that meant Narime was in charge of Fei.

      In practice, things were more complicated.

      “It’s difficult,” Narime admitted. “I can settle into the fortress, learn the region, the customs, and everything else within days. That was the easy part. What’s harder is… everything else. I’ve spent years in the Federation. Even though it’s now part of the Empire, that doesn’t mean it magically changes overnight. Even if the Empire abolishes beastkin slavery. People don’t change just because their cities fly new flags.”

      “I guess that’s the problem with a peaceful annexation,” Nathan said. “Other than Torneus, all the regents became dukes in the Empire.”

      High Lord Torneus had been the instigator behind the war against the Federation. When Nathan toppled him, the Federation had surrendered. In exchange, the Empire had taken no punitive action.

      Torneus’s territory had been split up. Most of it had been given to the noblewoman Anna von Clair, who was one of Nathan’s closest allies and his lover. Nathan had become a national hero overnight.

      “And Anna became a duchess,” Narime pointed out. “I’m still surprised at that. She convinced herself to only be an Imperial Countess and let you move past her. Then you made her a very happy little noble and she convinced the Emperor to make her a duchess instead. For you.”

      “She was always supposed to become duchess,” Nathan said. “Once she knew I supported her, she was offered the position they wanted her to take to begin with.”

      “Planning to begin Nathan von Clair anytime soon?” the fox teased.

      “I’m pretty sure she’s measured my ring finger while I’ve slept,” Nathan joked. “But I don’t think we’ll be marrying any time soon. Or having children.”

      “Good.” Narime leaned over and shrouded him in her tails. “It’s so much easier to share you while you don’t have a wife.”

      Nathan changed the topic, before Narime did anything she shouldn’t while in public. “You said that people don’t change, but that’s why I need you to help. The world changes day by day. Once people get used to peace and the new way things are done, they’ll expect the future to remain that way.”

      “True,” Narime said. She leaned away. “People can change. I’m changing, because of you.”

      A cough interrupted them. Narime narrowed her eyes.

      “How did you find us so fast?” the fox said, turning to the new arrival.

      “Because I’m not stupid,” Seraph said, amusement laced through her voice. “I asked whether anyone had seen Nathan when I arrived here through the gateway. Do you really think people won’t notice you flirting with him out in the open?”

      Nathan looked over at the castle. Dozens of beastkin knights stared at him, their ears and tails pricked up. Fei had joined them, sitting next to her dog beastkin lieutenant.

      Given the excellent hearing of most beastkin, he wondered how private his discussion truly was.

      A moment later, he cast a magic ward to stop eavesdropping. The beastkin ears lowered.

      Nathan sighed. Of course.

      “Well, you’re both here. Let’s start the meeting,” he said, gesturing Seraph to sit on the opposite side of the table they sat at.

      Seraph held an exotic beauty in comparison to most of his Champions. Like Sunstorm, she hailed from Kurai but she was older. A pair of jade gems sat in her chest. Her red and black cheongsam hugged her figure tightly and her eyes had a dangerous gleam to them.

      But she was loyal. Most importantly, Nathan relied on her to run a lot of his administrative matters. She had originally been his enemy, but now served him with without question.

      “I’ve noticed that the crests have increased in number,” Seraph said, referring to the patches that the beastkin wore on their shoulders.

      “Thank you for raising a topic I wanted to avoid,” Narime replied, her tone acidic.

      “It’s wise to tackle our problems head-on.”

      “Settle down, ladies,” Nathan said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “The crest is treasonous. I don’t like it. The problem is, discouraging it hasn’t worked. Do we know why, yet?”

      “Anna’s encouraging it,” Seraph said simply. “And the beastkin think it’s a sign of loyalty to you. There are a lot of people upset about the end of beastkin slavery in the Federation, so many of your knights feel defensive.”

      Nathan held back a sigh. All of that added up, but he supposed he had only himself to blame. He had chosen to focus on recruiting beastkin knights, given the physical advantages they had over humans.

      “I don’t think it’s as big of a problem as you say,” Narime said. “They’re showing loyalty to you. Given how tense things are in the Empire right now, I don’t think that’s a mistake.”

      “I’m not a private noble like Anna,” Nathan explained. “I serve Emperor Gorthal and nobody else. If my soldiers show fealty to me rather than their actual liege, it raises questions about my loyalty. History is full of examples of what happens when armies are more loyal to their general than to their nations.”

      “Are you planning to overthrow the Emperor?” Seraph asked.

      “No.”

      “Just checking,” Seraph said.

      He rolled his eyes. “But it will look that way. Or it will be a convenient excuse for bad actors who want to paint me in a negative light.”

      “The Nationalists will paint you in a bad light anyway. They’re pushing for a civil war and you worry them, Nathan. You’ve become a hero overnight,” Narime insisted. “But if you want to discourage the crests, I’ll continue to push. Fei can help.”

      And that brought things back to his original topic.

      “Both of you spend a lot of time away from Gharrick Pass, unlike Fei and the others,” Nathan said. “I have teleportation gateways to connect all of my binding stones except the one at Castle Tartus, where Anna is. We should use them more often.”

      “My office is a lot nicer than yours,” Seraph said with a smirk.

      “You’re ignoring my point,” he replied.

      Narime sighed. “Like I said, it’s harder to settle in than it appears. Gharrick Pass is Fei’s turf. As Champions, we move between the fortresses instantly. But the knights and soldiers don’t. I help you run the military, but I’m better known up north in Castle Forselburg because it’s former Federation territory. I’ll force my way in here with enough time, but as Fei gets better at commanding, there will be less reason to boss her around.”

      Nathan wanted to object, but he knew better.

      In his world, Fei grew up to a worldly and reliable woman. She had been Nathan’s most reliable Champion in many ways. Writing her off because she still needed time to grow into her position would be a mistake.

      “I’d still like to see you around here more,” he said.

      “I’m still busy,” Seraph said. “I’ve already established Fort Taubrum as an administrative hub. More people can visit it than Gharrick Pass, anyway.” She paused. “I’ll make an effort to visit more often. But I don’t need to see your paperwork to imagine how much there is. We’re trying to rebuild after a war while preparing for another one.”

      He grimaced. She had succinctly covered his concerns.

      It was late spring, and the first harvest of the year was rapidly approaching. Nathan knew that everything was far more complicated this year. An invasion had happened. Countries had dissolved. Laws, taxes, and land ownership were shifting beneath the feet of the farmers.

      In the end, the people he protected just wanted to grow their food and go about their day. They didn’t want to worry about bandits, silly tax changes, nobles they had never met, or changes to slavery laws when most of them had never even seen a beastkin.

      Nathan had more people to protect than ever, and land that thrived.

      In his world, nobody worked a lot of the land he now protected. It had been overrun by demons. How many of these soldiers had died in his original world? Almost all of them, he knew.

      This peace had been won through the blood of an entire world that only Nathan knew about.

      Yet that peace remained as fragile as ever.

      “Leave the future to me,” Nathan said. “I’m about to visit Anna and talk to her about politics. There may be a civil war brewing, but we can’t spend all our time worrying about it.”

      “That’s what this meeting is about, isn’t it?” Narime teased. “How we replace you while you’re gone?”

      “And here I thought you had already replaced me everywhere except the bedroom. If I vanish, do you even need me to do anything, Seraph?” he asked with a wink.

      “Don’t joke about that,” Seraph said. “I’d need to find ten men to handle the amount of work I send to you. You are going to hire more clerks to help me, right? Kuda’s team is great, but we control nearly ten times the territory now.”

      “Yes, I will,” he promised.

      “Good. Now, let’s talk business,” Seraph said, and they got down to the details.

      The day after the meeting, Nathan left with Fei and a company of beastkin knights. His destination was a fortress to the east of Gharrick Pass, on the border of Anna’s duchy. It lay to the north of the duchy’s capital of Tartus.

      Nathan was the only Bastion in the duchy, and he had complete command of the Imperial Army in the region. And also of Anna’s army, given how close he was to her. That meant he was responsible for protecting everything inside its borders. But this visit was special. He was visiting a friend that he had promised to train to be a Bastion—the sorceress Vera Nair.

      A small fort sat in a rocky, infertile part of the region among abandoned quarries and mines. The locals had several names for it, as the fort was ancient. But these days, it was known as Kravum Rock, named after a famous Bastion.

      The fort was tiny and weathered. A single layer of tall sandstone walls sat on overlooking bluffs. A much taller keep stood within those walls, and it was also built from sandstone.

      A handful of soldiers bearing Anna’s emblem greeted Nathan as he rode in. Fei took charge of her knights. He took the opportunity to slip inside the keep, while she ran through a few short drills and had them unpack their supplies.

      Despite the weathered exterior, the inside was fully furnished and clean. Nobody greeted him, however. In fact, there was nobody inside at all.

      The keep was a tall, narrow building. The central hall occupied most of the interior, and Nathan saw an empty meeting space at the far end. Vera was alone here, besides the few soldiers outside. Nathan doubted that she’d redecorated. Most likely this place hadn’t seen much use.

      A double door gate stood at the far end. Magical runes glittered on it, preventing access. Nathan was the only person who knew how to open the gate. He had engraved those runes into the door, after all.

      If somebody looked at the keep from the outside, they wouldn’t see the other side of that gate, however. It didn’t lead anywhere in this plane of existence.

      Ignoring it, Nathan instead descended into the basement.

      The moment he reached the bottom level of the keep, he heard mumbling. As expected, Vera was down here.

      This level of the basement consisted of a single large room. A glowing orb sat in the stone flooring, surrounded by decorative engravings and writing. The orb appeared to be a dull monochromic white, with two black bands running across its surface. It was known as a binding stone, a magical artifact that enabled its controller to bend the fabric of reality.

      Nathan controlled four binding stones. That made him extremely powerful, as far as Bastions went. Normally, the farther a Bastion got from his binding stones, the less powerful he became. But with multiple binding stones, he had an immense reserve of power to draw on.

      A gorgeous woman stood next to the orb. She wore a blue robe and gleaming white jacket that emphasized her hefty cleavage. Her usual assortment of golden jewelry was nowhere to be seen, however. Her flowing red hair fell to her waist.

      “Waste enough time down here?” Nathan said loudly as he exited the staircase.

      The woman, Vera, turned. She smiled at Nathan. “I wouldn’t call it a waste. I’m a sorceress, and what better way to learn more about magical theory than to observe it in the real world?”

      “You’ll think otherwise once I just tell you about this stuff, even if I’m taking it slow,” Nathan said. “The more you learn about binding stones, Messengers, and the way magic works, the more your faith is tested. That’s why Bastions take oaths to Omria not to share or abuse those secrets or the power of the stones.”

      “And it’s why heresy is so dangerous,” Vera added with a frown.

      Both of them grimaced, but for different reasons.

      Vera had flirted with heresy when she had worked with the Federation last year. Although she had sided with Nathan and the Empire in the end, it still raised questions about her.

      By contrast, Nathan was up to his neck in heresy. The difference was that almost nobody knew. When his world had been destroyed, he had sided with a demonic Messenger—one of the greatest enemies of a Bastion—in order to have a second chance. He didn’t regret his decision, but it made his words ring hollow.

      His faith in the Watcher Omria had been tested.

      And it had shattered.

      Nathan gestured for her to join him on a walk upstairs. They began to ascend, and he locked the doors behind them.

      “How slow is ‘slow?’” Vera asked.

      “As slow as I feel is necessary,” he said. “Power changes people. A binding stone is power on a level that most people can’t comprehend. Bastions can create precious metals from nothing. They command elite warriors capable of destroying armies. Women throw themselves at them—men in your case.”

      “No, thank you,” Vera said flatly. “I already told you that I’m not interested in that side of things. My entire life has been one of seclusion, and I liked it that way.”

      “That doesn’t help your argument for becoming a Bastion.”

      She remained silent as they walked through the empty main hall. They walked up the steps to the upper floors, until they reached Vera’s private quarters. Like everything else in the keep, it was small and cramped. Most of the room was taken up by magical knick-knacks, but there was a tidy bed and dressing table.

      “I’m willing to change to become a Bastion. A lot is changing in my life. It’s why I came here early and left my tower behind,” Vera said. “You’re giving me the chance for something that I nearly gave up on. But I’m not interested in a legion of subservient beastkin whose tails wag whenever I’m near them, and whose expressions scream ‘breed me.’”

      “I feel you’re making a statement,” Nathan said. He leaned against the open window in the room.

      “I am. But that’s not what I’m getting at. I saw what happened to Leopold when we fought the Messenger. He’s considered one of the greatest Bastions of the Empire, and he nearly died. That was the price he was willing to pay for being a Bastion.” Vera closed her eyes.

      Ah, Leopold Tyrim. Nathan’s superior and the right hand of the Emperor. He was a cunning old man who had staunchly supported Nathan.

      “That’s what it means to be a Bastion, Vera. As immensely powerful as you’ll become, it’s tied with the duty to fend off endless waves of demons,” Nathan said. “Right now, I’ve sealed away the demonic portal of this fortress using runes. But the demons will be gathering. Once you become a Bastion, we’ll need to go through that gate and destroy them.”

      He was referring to the double door gate in the main hall of the keep.

      Every binding stone came with a dangerous penalty. A portal to Hell—or some other strange world—was permanently connected to the location of each binding stone. Demons constantly invaded through them. Rarely, a powerful demonic general, known as a Messenger, attacked.

      Messengers were like Bastions amped up to the nth degree. A Messenger had defeated Nathan in his original world, defeating countless Champions effortlessly. A couple of months ago, he had defeated a Messenger in this world with Vera’s and Leopold’s help. Leopold had nearly died in the battle.

      Vera sighed. “I know. It’s the part of being a Bastion that I both welcome and dread.” She changed the topic. “Are you visiting Anna soon?”

      He raised an eyebrow at the sudden topic change. “That’s the plan. But first, I think we should spend a few days going over some basic Bastion training.”

      Vera brightened up at the change of topic. The training allowed Nathan to focus on something simple.

      After a few days, he left Vera and the knights behind at Kravum Rock. He and Fei prepared to ride south, to Tartus.

      One of Vera’s topics sprung to mind as he mounted his horse.

      “Change, huh,” he said, staring at the cloudless horizon.

      A lot had changed for Nathan, and he had changed a lot. The world he lived in now had nothing in common with the world he came from. Predicting the future was impossible.

      But he was still a Bastion, and had years of experience and the support of many talented people. Fei smiled at him and he smiled back.

      They rode to Tartus, where he would meet Anna in the capital of her new duchy. They needed to make preparations for the coming problems.
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      The city of Tartus hadn’t changed much since joining the Empire. It had been the capital of its province in the Federation. Now it was the capital of its duchy in the Empire.

      Nathan and Fei navigated through the dense urban sprawl of the city. Marble, granite, and wooden buildings stood side by side in a manner that should appear ramshackle, but somehow looked normal. Local guards swapped out their Federation crests for Anna’s emblem.

      Markets ran day and night in the city, and a throng of people filled the streets. Nathan kept his hands free to bat away pickpockets who got too close. Not that he needed to bother. Everybody recognized him. The crowds cleared a path as he rode.

      Nathan arrived at Tartus’s palace. It was a squat marble building formed of columns, with a series of steps to gain access to the building itself. Guards patrolled around the base of the building.

      At the top of the steps was something that had changed drastically since the city had joined the Empire, however.

      Heavily armed and armored beastkin knights stood guard. They wore the same uniforms as Fei’s knights, except that they also had Anna’s emblem on their armor. As Nathan approached, they slammed their fists into their breastplates. A deafening boom echoed off the marble structure.

      Other knights heard the salute and repeated it. The noise continued for over a minute.

      Nathan walked past them and entered the palace. Long ago, this building had been the gathering hall for village chiefs and nobles. Over time, as Tartus grew in size, it became a palace.

      Its former occupant had been High Lord Torneus, who was now in the custody of the dark elves of the Aurelian Spires. Nathan had personally seen to that.

      Clerks and servants wandered the halls of the palace. Nathan recognized some, but far from all of them. A senior servant told Nathan that Anna was lurking in her study, so that was where he and Fei went.

      “Everybody here is wearing your crest,” Fei said, poking Nathan in the side.

      He frowned at that. While Anna had been encouraging the emblem among the beastkin, she had stopped short of doing so among her personal guards. She was new here, and Tartus had been on the verge of riots before Nathan swept in.

      “More than beastkin are wearing them here,” Nathan said as they stopped in front of Anna’s study.

      “Of course they are,” a new voice chirped next to them. “You and Anna are together. We can show our support for the Liberator and support our duchess at the same time, Lord Nathan.”

      He suppressed a grimace and turned to face the newcomer. An attractive woman only a few years older than Fei beamed at him. She had long blonde hair and pricked horse ears, a long silken horse tail, and wore the same uniform that Fei did. Two garnets gleamed from her collarbone.

      “Fyre, was it?” Nathan asked, remembering the Champion’s name. “We met in passing when you first arrived here with Duke Terrius.”

      Fyre’s eyes lit up and her ears shot bolt upright. “Yes, my lord! But I don’t have anything to do with any of the other dukes anymore. Although I may be a Champion in service to one of Duke Terrius’s Bastions, I serve you and Duchess Anna in every conceivable way.”

      Fei scowled at Fyre. Before the catgirl did anything foolish, Nathan gave her a push. Rolling her eyes, Fei went ahead.

      Fyre followed Fei with her eyes for a few seconds, before turning back to Nathan with a more subdued gaze. “Is there anything wrong with showing you our support, Liberator?”

      Drumming his fingers on his leg, Nathan wondered how open he should be with this Champion.

      He knew little about her. One of his other Champions, Narime, had recommended her. Fyre had become a duogem Champion in the Federation while slavery was still practiced, which spoke well of her abilities. Surely, she knew of the dangerous political situation?

      “It’s not your support that’s the problem, Fyre,” Nathan said, half-lying. Truthfully, he found her idolization of him deeply uncomfortable. “But what do you think everybody else sees? The Empire just arrived. The merchants and villagers will see division when we need to be presenting a united front.”

      A frown initially formed on Fyre’s face as he spoke. Slowly, it vanished and she smiled brightly at him. She snapped off a salute.

      “I get it, my lord,” she chirped, her eyes practically glowing. “I’ll talk to the others about being less obvious.”

      He wasn’t sure she did get it, but he’d take what he could get. Fyre was a beastkin Champion from the Federation, so she was bound to be influential here.

      After returning the salute, Nathan stepped into Anna’s study. Fyre watched his every move.

      “Getting to know your latest Champion?” Anna greeted him when he entered, her voice dry.

      Nathan closed the door and pretended that he hadn’t heard Fyre whine in response to his action. The study was warded against eavesdropping, and the horsegirl had clearly intended to do exactly that.

      Despite the name, Anna’s study was closer to a lounge. A few black sofas with plush upholstery dominated the room. A large desk in the corner allowed the room to technically be called a study. The architecture itself was dated, with tiny, claustrophobic windows, vaulted ceilings, and huge cornices. But the furnishings and paint gave the room a sleek feeling.

      Nathan froze when he saw a large black door at the far end. It looked incredibly out of place, and nobody else paid any attention to it.

      Probably because they couldn’t see it. The black door was a doorway to another world that only Nathan could see. It belonged to the Messenger he had made his dark deal with.

      He chose to ignore it.

      A petite woman with dirty blonde hair done up in curls lounged on one sofa. Anna had been letting her hair grow out since she met Nathan. Her hair had once been shoulder length, and was stretching farther and farther down her back every time he found time to be with her.

      She wore a ruffled black dress that had slits in all the right places, and the way she moved her legs gave Nathan tantalizing glimpses of what he had to look forward to tonight.

      “Hungry, are we? Did you hold back while you were staying with Vera?” Anna asked with a smile.

      She rose from her seat and approached Nathan. He swept her in his arms and drew her into a kiss. His hands quickly wandered and investigated what he’d spied earlier. Anna moaned into his mouth. She rubbed his back, surrendering to him.

      A stare bore into Nathan. The catgirl responsible didn’t make a noise, but she made her presence known.

      Nathan pulled away from Anna, who gasped for air when he released her.

      “Wow. I don’t see you for a couple of weeks and you try to kill me with a kiss,” Anna said with wide eyes. “Please don’t tell me that’s what tonight’s going to be like? I’ve heard from the others that you can sometimes be a little more impressive down there.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen it?” Fei crooned, her voice oozing with superiority. The smirk on her face spoke volumes. “Nathan’s best at his biggest.”

      “Fei, enough,” Nathan said, rolling his eyes. “Be a good kitty.”

      She clicked her tongue. “Fiiiine.” Her smirk didn’t vanish. “But I wasn’t lying. He’s totally better like that.”

      “I’d believe you, but you also told me that he tasted great. Your opinions in the bedroom are a little lopsided, Fei,” Anna said.

      Nathan and Anna dropped onto the sofas. As Fei had been cattier lately, Nathan avoided sitting next to either woman. He sat opposite Fei instead.

      Not that it mattered. Fei jumped over the coffee table and sat next to him. Her tail curled around his back and she purred.

      Anna rolled her eyes. “So, what do you think of Fyre?”

      “I’ve met her twice. It’s hard to have an opinion of her,” Nathan said.

      “Really? Because you seemed to form an opinion of Fei and the others pretty quickly.” Anna narrowed her eyes at him.

      Damn, good catch.

      Nathan had known Fei and most of his Champions from his original world. But to everybody else, his ability to judge people’s characters was uncannily good.

      “I had reports on Fei from her meisters in the academy. Plus, she’s a young girl from the beastkin enclave near Gharrick. Fyre has fought for the Federation her entire life. She has… baggage here.” Nathan frowned. “I trusted her because Narime did. Have you gotten along with her?”

      “Better than I expected,” Anna said. “I didn’t know if I’d be able to trust a Champion that isn’t yours, but she’s so starry-eyed about you it’s adorable.”

      “Adorable,” Nathan said flatly.

      Fei pouted.

      “Yes, adorable,” Anna repeated. “There’s something different about her, compared to the other beastkin. Fyre seems almost pure when she talks about you.” She shrugged in response to his look. “I can’t put it in words, but it makes her easy to trust. She’s been reliable and a huge help as I try to settle in.”

      Nathan winced. “I take it that’s been rough?”

      “Rough doesn’t begin to cover it.” Anna huffed. “The desk in my office is piled this high with paperwork.” She raised a hand as high as she could for effect. “My calendar fills with meetings if I don’t fill it first. The only reason I eat with other people is because Fyre joins me for meals, because otherwise I’m eating while working.”

      “What’s this, then?” Nathan asked, gesturing to the study that was noticeably empty of any work.

      Anna coughed. Her cheeks reddened, and she looked away. She mumbled something under her breath.

      Given Fei’s ears pricked up and the catgirl smiled, Nathan assumed it was something cute.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t catch that,” he asked innocently.

      “Are you going to make me say it?” Anna grumbled.

      “Yes.”

      “Bastard.”

      He waited patiently, while Fei giggled next to him.

      “I cleared my calendar when I found out you were coming,” Anna said, face red as a cherry. “Fyre helped a lot. Shooed away courtiers, rearranged meetings, and ensured my clerks were dealing with any important paperwork today and tomorrow. I should be able to spend some time with you, given I haven’t seen you for weeks, right?”

      Well, that certainly explained some of Anna’s appreciation of Fyre. Nathan felt some in turn.

      “We should probably discuss the situation despite that,” Nathan said. “But I’m glad we have some time to ourselves for… fun.”

      Fei prodded him in the side.

      “Can I get him to myself for a night, first?” Anna suggested, her eyes narrowing at Fei’s unsubtle attempt to inject herself into the situation.

      “For a night,” Fei declared, taking a mile when offered an inch.

      “Have you finished the move?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever finish the move,” Anna said. “I’m beginning to realize how silly this whole duchy is. I spent my life being raised to take care of a little county, and everything I learned related to it and the Diet. Voting procedures, committees, laws, and fairly minor procedural matters. Now I’m one of the most powerful and wealthiest nobles, other than the archdukes.”

      Both Nathan and Anna sighed.

      Before he had invaded the Federation, Anna had been the countess he worked with as Bastion. She governed a moderately sized parcel of land called Gharrick County. It had been a border county that ran along the Gharrick Mountains, which separated the Federation and Empire.

      When the Federation surrendered to the Empire and the regents were converted into dukes, the question had been what to do with High Lord Torneus’s former province. Most of it had been given to Anna, who had been promoted to duchess.

      “Regretting your decision to become a duchess, rather than stay countess?” Nathan asked.

      “Never,” Anna snapped, glaring at Nathan. She bit her lip. “You were right to call me out on trying to refusing to become one. It’s not like things would be better if I remained a countess. Milgar gave me all this land anyway. The only difference is that…” she trailed off.

      Neither of them needed to say more.

      Anna had almost chosen to step out of Nathan’s life a month ago. Nathan had confronted her over it, and discovered her true feelings. The result had been that she had negotiated with the Emperor and Milgar to become a duchess, instead of remaining as countess.

      It was also the reason she was going to be curled up against him tonight.

      “Has Archduke von Milgar given you a hand in anything?” Nathan asked, changing the topic. “If you’re so overwhelmed, surely he’d help a noble allied with him and the Emperor.”

      “He’s handling a lot of the political bullshit. There are eleven new dukes plus me, the Diet has been in a constant state of chaos since the Emperor announced all the new nobles in the Federation, and—oh, right—there’s a war on.” Anna scowled. “I think I get a dozen threatening letters a day from Nationalist-aligned nobles about why I’m not sending you and all of my knights up to Trafaumh.”

      “Fucking hell,” Nathan muttered.

      The Nationalists were a powerful faction of nobles in the Empire that believed in Imperial supremacy over the rest of the world. Nathan’s father was a powerful member of the faction. They had been implicated in a lot of problems last year, and were the cause of a war with the Empire’s northern neighbor, Trafaumh.

      “The letters get screened, so you don’t need to worry about any of them killing me. Fyre did bodyguard duty for Terrius and was in charge of protecting a portal, so she’s experienced.” Anna smiled. “I miss Kuda’s coffee, but there’s something nice about a knight who openly lusts for the man you’re sleeping with.”

      Something told Nathan that most women wouldn’t share Anna’s opinion. Then again, most women weren’t in a relationship like Anna’s. Fei was far from the only woman that she had to share Nathan with, after all.

      “Speaking of coffee, why don’t we have something to drink?” Nathan suggested.

      Anna and Fei nodded in response. For some reason, he half-expected Fyre to burst through the door with a tray of drinks, but nothing happened. She either hadn’t penetrated the room’s wards or was smart enough not to give herself away.

      He rose and found a table with refreshments. While he used the magic-powered percolator to prepare coffee for himself and Anna, he poured a glass of milk for Fei. While she’d drink coffee and tea, her preferences were for cold drinks. Given her alcohol tolerance, he added a glug of cream liqueur to the milk.

      “Is the land the problem?” Fei asked while his back was turned.

      How rare. Fei rarely spoke up during discussions like these. Usually, she dutifully listened and asked Nathan questions later.

      “Not the land itself, but the variety,” Anna said. “I rule three distinct regions now. Gharrick County, Tartus, and the beastkin enclave that you grew up in. The enclave takes care of itself, but I’m split between Gharrick and Tartus.”

      “Isn’t that normally why you have other nobles?” Fei asked.

      Nathan chuckled. “Yes, that’s exactly why.”

      “That’s easier said than done. My family ran Gharrick for years. It’s a tiny place in the boonies. Finding somebody to run the county is difficult, at least until my brother returns from the war against Trafaumh,” Anna said. “Whereas Tartus is just chaotic. The removal of slavery has thrown the economy into chaos.”

      “I thought you said that lots of beastkin were coming here from the rest of the Federation?” Nathan said, remembering another conversation.

      “They are, but they want to be paid, Nathan. Or to work for you. Or me.” Anna laughed. “I think I understand why Torneus wanted to invade my county. I’ve been looking at farmland for the beastkin, only to find out that half of the land on this side of the mountains isn’t arable. You can’t grow a damn thing without huge irrigation projects. But Gharrick is mostly wilderness. An untapped place that the rest of the Empire looked down on.”

      Nathan blinked. He carried the tray of drinks to the sofas, careful not to spill any. Grinning at him, Fei snatched up her liquored-up drink. Nathan and Anna enjoyed their coffees at a more sedate pace.

      “That figures. So there are lots of beastkin, but the local manufacturers and merchants don’t want to pay them,” Nathan summarized.

      “Can’t pay them, they claim,” Anna corrected. “Practically the entire manufacturing and transport industry of Tartus ran on slave labor. Food seems to be unaffected, because the beastkin were kept in the cities.”

      “The land belongs to the people. Being able to raise a family in a village is the right of citizens,” Nathan said automatically, remembering lessons drilled into him from childhood. “That’s a problem.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re talking about giving the beastkin farmland. How many of them even know how to farm?”

      Anna stared at him.

      “Eh? Even I can till a field, Nathan?” Fei said with a silly smile.

      “Do you know how to farm, Anna?” Nathan asked.

      The noblewoman continued to stare at him. “Shit.”

      “You’re dealing with a huge population of urban slaves, Anna. The first time most of them left the cities they were born in was when the Empire freed them. I doubt many of them have even seen a field in their lives.”

      “Well, that’s a new headache to deal with,” Anna said. She drained her coffee, then immediately rose and poured a new one from the batch prepared by Nathan.

      “I hate to say this now, but given these problems, is it really smart to encourage the beastkin to wear those damn patches?” Nathan probed, feeling that he had enough leverage to bring up the topic.

      “Oh, goddess, of course you raise this,” Anna said. He imagined that she rolled her eyes, as her back was turned to him. “Those are the one thing I’m not worried about. Half the damn Empire hates us, Nathan. Hates me. The beastkin call you Liberator.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” he drawled.

      “Don’t be a dick,” she snapped. “Your father has a reputation as a violent warmonger who hates non-humans. Beastkin treat you as the literal opposite to him. Like it or not, the Empire is squaring off. We’re in the Emperor’s corner, along with Milgar. We should be making it clear that we have support among the people.”

      “Some people,” Nathan said. “Look, Anna, how many people give a shit about the arguments in the Diet? Emperor Gorthal isn’t about to drop dead. All this does is scare some farmers and merchants.”

      “The Nationalists aren’t going to wait for the Emperor to die of natural causes, Nathan,” Anna said. “There’s no rightful heir to the Arangar dynasty. All the Emperor’s children except Alice will be opposed by the Diet for one reason or another. And Alice is Milgar’s granddaughter, so the constitution forbids her from taking the throne. If we don’t prepare for civil war—”

      “Anna,” Nathan said gently, and she stopped.

      She grimaced and looked away.

      After several long moments, she looked back at him. “I do think you’re right that the patches are antagonistic. But so is everything your stupid father is doing. We need to prepare, Nathan. You are going to help me, right? I know you have some personal hangups over this, but please.”

      Part of him wanted to say no. The internal problems of the Empire frustrated him. The entire system seemed inherently broken, and ready to collapse at a moment’s notice. When he first arrived here, he had thought that he would stop the war, then immediately head to his homeland of Falmir, and worry about its problems.

      But for some reason, he felt differently about the Empire now. He cared for Anna, who considered the Empire her home. Earlier this year, he had met Princess Alice Arangar, the Emperor’s granddaughter, and become attached to her. And, of course, Nathan cared about all of his Champions and the people he protected.

      “Yes, I will help you. We’ll need to spend the next couple of years building support within your duchy and preparing my Champions and military for the worst. But that means not pissing people off early, simply because the Nationalists are swinging their dicks at us,” Nathan said.

      Fei giggled at the image.

      “I guess you’re right,” Anna said. “A couple of years, huh? That seems like a lot of time to prepare, but compared to how long the Nationalists have been trying to oust Emperor Gorthal…”

      “It’s enough time to train Vera, get new gems for Fei and the others, and deal with any political issues,” Nathan said. “Our position is unstable right now.”

      “Ah, right, Vera.” Anna nodded, then narrowed her eyes. “So, when are you going to break it to Fyre that you plan to assign her to Vera, instead of taking her on as your own Champion?”

      Nathan winced. “I have no idea. She’s so smitten with me.”

      “Honestly, just bed her and let Vera find a new Champion. There are plenty of beastkin you can find, including in the castle,” Anna said. “Where are you going to find a cute, loyal horsegirl like her?”

      Nathan stared at the wall and didn’t reply.

      He did, after all, already know of one such horsegirl. While he’d been avoiding thinking of her too much, she was still firmly rooted in his mind.

      Ciana. The young unicorn beastkin training under Leopold, and who was currently in the Empire’s capital of Aleich. Compared to Fyre, Nathan found Ciana far more attractive. He had spent many years with Ciana.

      A dark memory came to Nathan’s mind. He banished the thoughts, and remembered why he hadn’t been thinking of Ciana since the war with the Federation started.

      “That look tells me it’s time to change the subject,” Anna said. “Why don’t we talk about what’s been happening in the capital lately? I bet you’re interested in what Alice has been up to. She tells me things that she doesn’t tell you.”
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      A young woman strode through the upper levels of the grand hall of Aleich’s Imperial Palace. Her name was Alice Arangar, and she was the granddaughter of both Emperor Gorthal and Archduke von Milgar. Within her arms was a small bundle of paperwork.

      She wore a stunning red and gold dress emblazoned with the emblems of both the royal family and the Empire. The only nod to her relation to the archduke was a tiny emblem woven into her collar.

      Her long, thick golden hair billowed behind her as she made her way to the far end of the hall. The only other people present in the hall were royal guards. Plus Alice’s bodyguard, who shadowed her by a few dozen feet.

      This hall was the official throne room of the Empire. A gargantuan throne built from steel, glass, and granite sat at one end. The wings of the hall allowed it to hold thousands of people at once, particularly given there were three separate levels. When the Imperial Diet was in session, nobles could be separated according to status.

      Quite literally, the archdukes and other powerful nobles could look down upon the lesser nobles. Petitioners faced the imposing gaze of people they couldn’t look in the eye. Supposedly, the Emperor sat at the bottom as a sign of his humble service to the Diet and the nobility of the Empire.

      The Emperor was, after all, an elected position within the Anfang Empire.

      But the Diet wasn’t in session. The spring session had ended. Half of the nobles had been up north fighting Trafaumh anyway and couldn’t attend. Alice walked through an empty hall, surrounded by the ghosts of arguments she remembered from the past few weeks.

      Once she left the grand hall, she slipped into a smaller chamber immediately behind it. Massive knights stood guard at every entrance to this chamber. Their armor and weapons glowed with imposing runes, and Alice knew that every one of them was a trained spellblade. These were the royal knights—the Emperor’s personal bodyguards.

      “Good day, Princess Alice,” they greeted her, their breastplates thundering as they saluted her.

      Their helmets and magical voice modulation prevented her from identifying any of them. They were measures to protect the families of the royal knights, so they might live normal lives outside their duties to the Emperor. Alice disliked the fact she could never grow to know any of the knights who protected her grandfather—and herself, indirectly—but she understood why.

      She smiled back at the knights and curtsied. Then she entered the chamber.

      “I don’t see any reason for me to waste my time in the Spires, Leo,” the deep baritone of her grandfather rumbled.

      “It’s unprecedented for the Aurelian Council to invite a foreign ruler to help oversee a criminal trial, Gorthal,” Leopold said, his voice far gentler than it ever was when he spoke to Alice. “The dark elves are genuinely surprised by what happened to the portal, if we believe Ambassador Sureev’s words. We need to take their request seriously.”

      “I know that,” the Emperor snapped. A loud sigh. “But I cannot go. I wouldn’t have an Empire to return to.”

      Alice froze, eyes wide. She had stumbled onto an incredibly serious discussion. Given her position, nothing stopped her from entering this chamber, but she was certain that neither her grandfather nor Leopold wanted her to hear this discussion.

      She coughed, then stepped into the chamber proper. “Grandpa, I’ve completed the paperwork relating to trade law changes for our new duchies. Plus some other things.”

      Everybody in the room stared at her, which was quite a few people.

      Although the grand hall was the official throne room, this chamber was the true throne room. A much smaller, but far more expensive, throne sat at one end. It was made of gold and all manner of strange metals that caught the light in fascinating ways. Right now, it was empty.

      Supposedly, this throne room was where the Watcher Omria had crowned emperors, in the days when she still walked Doumahr.

      “Ah, Alice, I didn’t hear you enter,” the Emperor said with a smile. “Leopold, if you would.”

      A handful of knights stood in the wings of the room. They turned away from Alice first, once they recognized her. Emperor Gorthal stood in the center of the room, wearing a huge furred cape over his entire body that hid his advancing age. An elegantly dressed cat beastkin stood next to him. One of the Emperor’s mistresses, no doubt.

      Or perhaps she was just a lover. Alice didn’t know if a man could have a mistress if he was a widower.

      The other four people in the room were far more familiar to Alice. Leopold smiled at her. His silvered hair and sideburns belied his age, but he still cut an imposing figure in his Bastion uniform. He stepped forward and took the paperwork from Alice.

      “I think we can assume you heard our discussion,” Leopold said drily, his eyes twinkling.

      Alice looked away with a grimace.

      The Emperor chuckled. “It’s no trouble, Alice. Join us. The knights wouldn’t have let you in if you weren’t supposed to be here.”

      Despite his words, he gave a uniformed woman standing by the throne a subtle signal. Something told Alice that she wasn’t supposed to have been let in.

      That uniformed woman was named Maylis, and she was a Bastion like Leopold and Nathan. She was responsible for the defense of the Imperial capital, Aleich. Her darker skin indicated that she wasn’t native to the region, and she towered over almost everybody else in the room. Her uniform hugged her lean, muscled figure.

      Maylis was one of the most powerful Bastions in the Empire. She commanded a trigem Champion and was responsible for defending one of the oldest active portals on Doumahr. Her relative youth only made her achievements more apparent.

      Much like Nathan, Alice mused. She wondered what Maylis would make of him. Maylis was a taciturn Bastion, who rarely spoke other than to give orders. But she appeared to be of a similar age to Nathan.

      The other two people present were Champions. Both duogems. One was Mae, Leopold’s closest and most trusted Champion and lover. The other was one of Maylis’s Champions, a stern-looking man with a square jaw and a mage’s staff.

      “Are things really that bad?” Alice blurted out, eyes wide.

      The Emperor sighed. He leaned on a long ebony cane, which was capped with rune-encrusted black steel. Slowly, he ambled over to the throne. His beastkin mistress walked with him, her hands hovering by his side.

      Eventually, he settled into his throne and faced Alice.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But a wise ruler does not stoke a fire needlessly,” he said. “The Diet has yet to find a rhythm now that there are so many new nobles from our new territories. Many nobles need time to realize that their fears of losing their titles, power, and money to a horde of foreigners taking over the Empire is simple fear-mongering by opportunists.”

      “Which is a long way of saying: yes, it is that bad,” Leopold said flatly.

      The Emperor glared at him, while Maylis nodded.

      “Do you need me to help, Grandpa?” Alice asked.

      He smiled at her. “I will always welcome your help, my dear Alice. It’s been a delight to see you almost every day. And especially in your mother’s dresses. They suit you so well.”

      That hadn’t been why Alice was wearing them, although she had been pillaging her mother’s closets. Alice didn’t own many dresses, and especially not many that screamed “I’m an Imperial princess.”

      But the sheer pride and joy in her grandfather’s eyes stopped her from saying anything. She smiled back.

      Privately, she wondered why there was a hint of sadness in the Emperor’s eyes.

      “The simplest way is for Her Imperial Highness to visit the Spires in your place, but…” Leopold trailed off.

      “No,” the Emperor thundered. “You and I both know the sort of mockery they will subject any visitor to. Even if the Aurelian Council is genuine about our involvement, the dark elves won’t change overnight. They despise us.”

      “Didn’t they help us take the Federation?” Alice mentioned, although she privately agreed. She had heard stories about the dark elves, and her interactions with the dark elf ambassador had been less than pleasant.

      Silence fell.

      “Truthfully, I don’t know what to make of that,” Leopold said.

      “They wanted Torneus,” the Emperor said. “And they’ve been genuine about helping us reinforce the fortresses along the Houkeem Desert. I think you’re right that the cascade scared them.”

      “Maybe. But from what I heard about Astra’s behavior, I think there’s something else,” Leopold said.

      “You mean the part where she insulted literally everybody except Nathan, or something else?” Alice said drily. She winced when everybody looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, that part,” Leopold drawled. “Astra is a legend. Children’s books have been written about her. The fact she backed Nathan is…”

      “To our benefit,” the Emperor said. “But I get your point.” He smiled. “Perhaps we should reach out to Bastion Nathan once he’s free? He has history with Torneus, and the dark elves respect him. Sureev certainly does. Surely, they won’t refuse us if we send him to the Spires to help with the trial?”

      Alice blinked at the sudden shift.

      Leopold agreed, and there were a few brief comments to close off the topic, while Alice’s mind whirred.

      Hadn’t that been a little sudden? And obvious?

      “I’ll see to this paperwork,” the Emperor said, waving a hand at the bundle that Alice brought. “I also need to look at the recent ceasefire proposal from Trafaumh. Alice, could you look at the outstanding proposals from the Diet relating to the Imperial Army?”

      “Of course, Grandpa,” she said, hiding her frown.

      He tried to stand up, then grunted.

      “Gorthy,” his mistress gasped, grabbing his arm as she helped him to his feet.

      Gorthy?

      Alice refused to stare. Her grandmother had passed away when she was young. Since then, the Emperor had enjoyed the affections of a number of women that he kept as close servants.

      The situation was a natural one for Alice. Nobles tended to keep mistresses, although her grandfather had supposedly maintained his fidelity to his wife until her passing. Both Leopold and Nathan had several women sharing their beds.

      But the Emperor was her grandfather. She found it difficult to consider that women the same age as her mother slept with him. Sometimes the same age as her. Even if he was the most powerful man in the Empire, and potentially the world.

      With careful steps, the Emperor walked out of the throne room. He leaned heavily on his cane and his mistress clung to his side, her face a picture of worry. Behind him, Maylis and the other knights followed.

      “Has he always been so old?” Alice mumbled.

      “I believe I told you something similar when you came to Gharrick Pass,” Leopold said from beside her.

      She jumped and then glared at him. “I thought you’d left with Grandpa?”

      “Maylis and the knights can protect him.” Leopold gestured to a different exit. “Shall we go somewhere?”

      They left the chamber, Alice following Leopold. Surprisingly, he led her to the grand hall. After a few gestures, the guards moved farther away. Mae and Alice’s bodyguard kept their distance.

      “This doesn’t seem very private,” Alice said. She looked around, but saw nobody other than guards.

      “Nowhere is private in the palace. Not even the throne room,” Leopold said. “But Maylis has a binding stone on the outskirts of the city and absolute control over the palace. Her wards are impenetrable as a result. I can’t do the same. This…” He gestured to the empty space around them. “This works better than you’d think. It’s hard for someone to hide in a large space, especially if you use magic to suppress our voices.”

      Alice got his point and cast a simple spell. While Leopold was a Bastion, he wasn’t a sorcerer. She was.

      “Good,” he said. Then smiled at her. “You’re doing well? I haven’t seen you since…”

      “Since you nearly died,” Alice finished darkly. “I’m told you’re fighting fit, but are you really? I saw you, Uncle. You were…” She stopped, unable to finish the sentence. “You looked bad. I can’t believe Nathan came out of that battle nearly unharmed.”

      Leopold frowned at her last statement. “For all intents and purposes, I am good to fight. I am a Bastion. My duty involves courting death, in order to protect the Empire.”

      “That doesn’t reassure me, Uncle.”

      “I’m being honest with you, Alice,” he said. He looked her in the eyes, then sighed. “I wished that this day would never come. That things would… work out. You could putter about under Hans and eventually become Archduchess in your own time.”

      Hans was her other grandfather—Archduke Hans von Milgar, one of the Emperor’s staunchest allies and closest friends.

      “This is about Nathan, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “Yes, but also no. It’s more about the things that have happened, and Nathan is in the middle of them.” Leopold stared up at the vaulted ceiling of the hall. Huge stained glass domes dotted it. “Astra isn’t the only person who noticed what happened when the Messenger attacked Gharrick Pass. Only the most important. I nearly died, and an inexperienced Bastion came out unharmed.”

      “Then Nathan invaded the Federation, defeated another Bastion, and captured Torneus,” Alice said.

      “It’s the stuff of legends,” Leopold said. “One doesn’t need to be terribly bright to notice it. He’s known far beyond our borders.”

      So, that explained the sudden willingness to send him to the Spires. Nathan was her grandfather’s newest weapon in his political battle with the Nationalists.

      A booming sound echoed throughout the hall. The armor and weapons of guards rattled as they looked to the source. The gargantuan double doors that led into the grand hall ground open, their mechanisms clacking as they swiftly reacted to a force pushing them open.

      Two figures entered the hall. One was a dark elf Champion who showed off enough skin that Alice wondered if she instead put clothes on when she had sex. Two amethysts glittered from her collar, above her voluptuous, dark curves. The elf’s purple eyes focused on Alice immediately, and she fluttered her fingertips in a wave.

      Alice waved back gently, then focused on the other figure. This one was far less welcoming to her.

      A gigantic bear of a man thundered across the hall. He wore a multitude of furs over his Bastion uniform and heavy armor. Despite being a Bastion, and therefore in the sole service to the Emperor, he wore his family crest: a stylized helmet on a white shield and black background. His shaggy mane of black hair framed a gaunt face with steely eyes.

      If one looked closer at those furs, they would quickly realize they were tails. Alice knew they were taken from beastkin.

      This man was Tharban von Straub, the Crimson Warhound. Nathan’s father, technically. Nathan had been disowned by Tharban a couple of years ago. The woman with him was Nurevia, one of Tharban’s duogem Champions.

      “Tyrim, you’re here,” Tharban called out, calling Leopold by his last name. “Where’s Gorthal?”

      Leopold’s expression darkened. “His Majesty is busy with important affairs.”

      “I can guess which affairs. That’s why I need to see him, you old bastard.” Tharban stopped short of Leopold and glared at him.

      Both men were giants. They stood well over six feet tall, and Maylis was one of the few people in the Empire who ever towered over them. Tharban had the slight edge over Leopold here, but only because he was in full armor.

      Alice found it amusing that Tharban was doing the male equivalent of wearing high heels so that he could appear taller.

      “Like it or not, Tharban, the ceasefire is being agreed to,” Leopold said, a hint of a smirk floating on his face. “All that remains are the terms. I assume that’s why you’re here, instead of doing your job up north?”

      “I’m doing my job by coming down here and convincing Gorthal to send us some of the Champions lazing around in his pet duchy,” Tharban snapped. A snarl formed on his face.

      “Why don’t you ask your son yourself for some help?” Leopold suggested.

      Tharban’s hands balled up into fists. Alice felt magic well up around the man. Instantly, Leopold reacted.

      Nurevia’s amethysts flashed. Her hands darted for one of the dozen weapons sheathed on her scant clothing. Both Champions behind Alice reached for their weapons. The nearby guards panicked, yells erupting from them.

      Then a thrum of power ran throughout the entire hall. Alice felt her knees buckle. Every guard collapsed to the ground.

      The Bastions and Champions halted. They appeared untouched by whatever happened.

      “I don’t think you should test Maylis,” Leopold said, fury filling his face.

      “You can play your games, Leopold. But the glory of the Watcher Omria will not be denied.” Tharban slammed a fist against his breastplate.

      Then the man spun and stormed out of the palace. Nurevia left with him.

      Alice’s hand pressed against her chest, her fingers running along the golden lace trim. Her breathing slowed as she steadied herself. The chill of the black and white stone flooring seeped into her body as she kneeled.

      “Princess Alice,” a hushed voice came from behind her, as her bodyguard rushed to her side.

      He quickly checked her for any injuries, then shook his head at Leopold. A moment later, the bodyguard retreated.

      Leopold helped Alice to her feet. He grimaced at her. “I am sorry about that. You are alright?”

      No, Alice thought. She wanted someone else to be the one to check on her, and to protect her. While she still spoke with Nathan from time to time, his voice was a far cry from his physical presence.

      “It’s fine, Uncle. I understand that this is what things have come to. I’ve made my decision to stand with Grandpa. Both of them.” Her eyes flashed.

      The smile on Leopold’s face was a sad one. Somehow, it made Leopold look his age. Alice worried about how old so many of the powerful figures in her life seemed to be.

      Leopold joked about his age, but for the first time, he looked it. His face looked weathered, and he moved very deliberately.

      “You and Tharban have an old rivalry, don’t you?” she asked.

      “Hmm, I’d say that it’s closer to a political rivalry,” Leopold said with a chuckle. “The rest is simple jealousy. We’re close in age—only a decade between us. But I’m an influential Bastion despite losing my noble lineage, and he’s gone nowhere.”

      Alice stared at him. That was surprisingly forthright for Leopold.

      Then something hit Alice. “A decade? How can that be? You’re not even sixty, and Nathan is over thirty.”

      Leopold snorted. “Not everybody waits until they’re good and old to have children, Alice. The reason why Tharban is still a count despite being a Bastion is because he stumbled on a technicality. He knocked up a countess while in the Academy, and they insisted that he take responsibility. Money talks, as do votes in the Diet, and Tharban became one of the few Bastions to retain his title. Not that he’s supposed to use the damn thing.”

      Bastions were soldiers. Alice knew that Nathan had run his father’s county before he had been disowned, precisely because Tharban wasn’t supposed to be involved with political affairs.

      “Is it really the right thing, to prevent Bastions to be involved in politics?” Alice asked aloud.

      Leopold gave her an odd look, but he remained silent.

      “You’re deeply involved in it,” Alice said. “As is Nathan. While Anna, Grandpa, and I have owned the political decisions of the war with the Federation, the reality is different. You and Nathan made all the moves. Pretending that he isn’t a noble because he doesn’t have ‘von’ in his name is cute, but it seems pointless.”

      A slow nod.

      “Perhaps,” Leopold said. “Many things are changing. Things that should have changed long ago, when the Empire first started facing problems.”

      Suspecting that Leopold was about to go on a long tangent, Alice changed the subject. She had no interest in talking about ancient history. At least, not with Leopold. He’d lectured her dozens of times about the topic.

      “I still can’t believe Nathan and that brute are related,” Alice remarked.

      “Really? Because despite the physical differences, it’s more apparent than ever now.” Leopold smirked.

      “How? Tharban’s an asshole and a monster. He’s started wearing beastkin tails around, simply because of Nathan.” Alice glowered at the exit from the palace.

      “Maybe. But I’ve known Tharban for a long time. And think about it. The Empire is now split into two separate factions.” Leopold held up one hand. “We have Tharban, a boisterous monster who hates non-humans and wishes to conquer all the Empire’s enemies for Imperial glory.” Then he raised the other hand. “Opposite him is Nathan, his son, and a quiet but beloved strategist who adores non-humans and… finish the sentence for me?”

      Alice stared at Leopold. She tried to keep the shock off her face.

      “Are you suggesting that Nathan is the same as Tharban? People said this about Torneus, and I never really bought it,” she said.

      “What makes some people similar aren’t how they act, but their drives,” Leopold said. “If nothing else, the parallel makes for a great story. Father and son, powerful Bastions, both believers in Imperial glory, staunch supporters of the goddess, but they hold violently opposing views on non-humans—it becomes very hard to argue one is morally superior to the other.”

      The smile on Leopold’s face was one that Alice was much less familiar with. It wasn’t the smile of her genial uncle, but that of the Emperor’s right-hand man.

      A web had been woven. Alice wondered how long ago the spider had started weaving it.

      And, for that matter, who was caught up in this web.
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      The days passed quickly at Anna’s palace. Nathan had escaped his duties by visiting Vera, but only briefly. The bureaucracy swiftly caught up to him.

      Like Anna, he had also vastly increased his power. He now controlled four separate binding stones and their respective fortresses.

      His home base of Gharrick Pass. Seraph’s haunt of Fort Taubrum, just east of the Gharrick Mountains. The very phallic marble fortress of Castle Forselburg, where he left Narime in charge. And, of course, Castle Tartus, which was named after the city it protected.

      Each of these fortresses had a fully active demonic portal. They needed to be defended, manned, and used to instill peace in the surrounding region. Anna’s army and the local guards relied on him to provide a calming presence to the region.

      Ordinarily, Nathan wouldn’t have that much to do. Bastions typically defended their fortresses, trained their Champions and soldiers, and stayed out of politics. Taking care of the region was the job of the nobles. That was, theoretically, why they were nobles.

      But Nathan cared dearly for Anna. She had stepped out of her comfort zone for him, and was trying her best to stay afloat. If she needed his help to protect and manage the region’s military, he’d provide it.

      Although he wasn’t sure if she was serious about marriage. She’d teased him more than a few times about when he’d become Nathan von Clair. Given his worries about the potential end of the world, he chose not to focus much on it.

      In the end, that meant Nathan found himself inundated with as much paperwork as Anna.

      His tasks were many. Run training programs for both her army and his own knights. Find and recruit long-term soldiers within the region, which typically meant beastkin. Establish strong logistics and command structures to quell bandits and withstand future disruption.

      And, of course, he needed to pay for it all, feed and house everyone, build and rebuild forts and warehouses that were often in a state of disrepair, and maintain good relations with the people of the region. All while political instability rose within the Empire.

      Fortunately, Nathan was no stranger to doing this. He had overseen the evacuation of entire countries more than once. Being able to prevent that from happening made all the work worthwhile, in his mind. He had seen off far too many people in courageous last stands for one lifetime, let alone two.

      The downside was that he lacked many of the people who helped him manage things back then. He was stretched thin in terms of Champions. Fei, Sunstorm, and Sen were warriors, not clerks. Narime could do the paperwork, but if Nathan so much as waved a form at her, she’d teleport halfway across Doumahr.

      Seraph carried most of the load for Nathan, but even her master administrator abilities were being taxed. As such, most of the work followed Nathan wherever he worked. He made it a priority to train more clerks and also to find more Champions who wouldn’t suffer a mental breakdown when left behind a desk for a day.

      At least he had some very soft and lovely stress relief while staying with Anna.

      “Mmmm,” Anna moaned as he pulled out of her. Her back was arched and her rear faced him, while her face pressed into a pillow.

      Nathan settled next to her naked body as she settled into a quivering mess.

      “Not going to clean up?” he asked.

      She made an unintelligible noise. He chuckled and rubbed her bare leg. Although she smiled, her lack of reaction made it clear she was spent.

      Minutes passed in silence as they lay together. Slowly, she drifted off to sleep. Almost as if she had eaten a big meal and needed an afternoon nap.

      Technically, she had eaten a big meal.

      Something glowed softly on one of Anna’s bedstands. They were in her bedroom, which was absolutely palatial.

      He rose and padded over to the source of the light. It was a small hand mirror. One of the jewels encrusted on its rim glowed.

      Alice had left him with this mirror. It was a magical communication device that allowed him to speak with her. When the jewels glowed, it indicated that Alice was trying to contact him or that she wanted to contact him at a specific time.

      Right now, she seemed to be using her mirror. So he picked up his own, sat down, and activated it.

      “Oh, you are there,” she said as her face and upper body appeared. Then she blushed as her eyes darted lower. “And… not wearing anything?”

      “I can put a shirt on if you’d like, but I was with Anna a moment ago,” he replied.

      An odd expression crossed Alice’s face. Her lips tried to pout, but instead decided to thin. The rest of her face became a little more taut.

      “Is she there?” Alice asked, lowering her voice.

      “Sleeping.”

      Alice blinked. “It’s mid-afternoon.”

      “I’m not sure I should go into more detail about what we were doing, given you are the Imperial Princess.” Nathan coughed. “But she’s sleeping now.”

      Alice’s eyebrows shot up. She muttered, “Lucky Anna.”

      “I’m sorry?” Nathan asked.

      Had she said what he thought she said?

      “Did I say that aloud?” Alice’s face paled and her expression became one of mortification.

      Then she put on the broadest, fakest smile that Nathan had ever seen on her. “I understand you’ve been busy, Nathan. From what I hear, you’ve become a general.”

      “I’m still only a Bastion in service to my duchess,” Nathan said, but his tone was wry.

      “Cute. Is that what you tell all the nobles who ask why you’re in command of Anna’s army?”

      “Heh. Pretty much. What are they going to say? That Anna’s not allowed to give me orders? That I can’t command soldiers outside the Imperial Army?” He shook his head. “Besides, it’s mostly just busywork. Logistics, recruitment, construction.”

      “Why the rush, then?” Alice asked.

      Because Nathan knew from experience that these things mattered the most when everything went to Hell.

      Not that he could put it like that.

      “A lot of this is just invisible bureaucracy,” he said. “The sort of things that nobles take care of themselves. Without them, chaos spreads. Anna’s replaced a lot of the people that used to do these things, and I don’t want everything to get out of hand.”

      “People like Torneus,” Alice said.

      “And his supporters. When his retainers fled, a lot of knowledge vanished with them. Seraph is one of the few people who knows how the place works. Some of the other regents are helping, but they have their own problems to handle. Plus, Anna’s competition. If she blows it, then they think they can take her land.”

      Alice scowled. “For about five seconds, until the Nationalists take it back.”

      “Yes, but that’s not what they see.” Nathan shrugged. “I just need to keep things from getting out of control. The faster I move, the harder it is for others to instigate problems.”

      “Tharban,” Alice said.

      “And others,” Nathan said.

      She frowned and made a show of chewing over his words. This wasn’t the first time he’d put it in her head that there was more going on.

      Alice was good friends with Charlotte, who was the princess of the Kingdom of Falmir. All indications were that Falmir were involved in this mess. They were doing a good job at staying hidden, but had nearly overplayed their hand during the cascade.

      Unfortunately, that meant that Nathan couldn’t outright tell Alice that Falmir and Charlotte were untrustworthy. For one thing, he didn’t believe it himself. He had spent his life supporting Charlotte in his original world.

      But many things had changed when he came to this new world. Ignoring reality was foolish.

      “Fair enough,” she said. “But shouldn’t Anna be handling this? I feel you could be getting a lot more done if you were more focused and not”—Alice’s face reddened—“helping her sleep.”

      “Call it mutual stress relief,” Nathan said.

      Alice muttered something in reply, that he didn’t quite hear but almost sounded like she had repeated his words back to him. The redness of her face implied she had said something inappropriate, so he didn’t pry.

      “More to the point, Anna doesn’t have much experience with military affairs. I do. Things get done a lot faster,” he explained. “I understand logistics, recruitment, training regimens, and can instruct others how to set these up.”

      “Huh. You’re strangely experienced in this.” Alice tilted her head. “It’s just like when you organized the conference between the Empire and the Federation. I’m absolutely certain nobody in the academy taught you this.”

      “I was a count for a decade. More or less,” he said, not meeting her gaze.

      “Ah, yes. I recall the part where your father’s county was a captured region of an enemy nation, and needed a swift, firm hand to bring it under control,” Alice said drily. “What a firm bed of experience you have, Bastion Nathan.”

      “Why thank you, Princess Alice,” he replied without missing a beat.

      She glared at him.

      “Do I ever get to find out how and why you know these things?” Alice asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m not stupid. Leopold and my father are using you in some grand scheme, despite the fact you should be some greenhorn Bastion. Your Champions trust you implicitly. People don’t come out of nowhere with your skills and ability.”

      Nathan grimaced.

      Keeping secrets was beginning to make life difficult for him. Only a fool wouldn’t realize he was more than he appeared.

      Before he had invaded the Federation, he had made the decision to use his full strength, even at the cost of standing out too much. Arguably, he had gone too far.

      “Sometimes secrets remain secrets for a reason, Alice,” he said. “That’s why Bastions take the oaths they do.”

      She stared at him for a long time. His skin prickled.

      “That’s another trick you do, isn’t it?” she said, an odd smile crossing her face. “It only just occurred to me. If you had other secrets, you only need to bring up your oath to Omria, and it makes it hard for me to question you without appearing unfaithful.”

      Smart girl.

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “Haha,” she said, her smile turning genuine. It softened a moment later. “I may not be Anna but…” she trailed off, then coughed. “The summer session of the Diet is approaching. Grandpa is about to sign a ceasefire with Trafaumh and he wants to ask you to do something for him. Can you come to Aleich soon?”

      What had she been about to ask him? And what did it have to do with Anna?

      “You don’t need to bring up the Emperor to get me to come to Aleich,” he said gently.

      Alice blushed and looked away.

      Had she always been so easily embarrassed? For that matter, she was wearing an absolutely stunning dress. He could only see the top of it, but it looked more expensive than his entire wardrobe combined. Diamond studs glittered in her ears, and her face looked made-up.

      No, he realized. Alice hadn’t looked like this when she’d visited him at Gharrick Pass. The exception had been during the conference, but that had been a formal event between nations.

      “Thank you,” she said, a slight giggle escaping her. “I’m looking to seeing you then, Nathan. Try not to tire Anna out too much.” She paused, then pursed her lips. “And maybe we can get to know each other enough that you feel comfortable sharing those secrets not covered by your oath.”

      They said their final goodbyes, before Alice vanished.

      When Nathan lowered the mirror, he felt a presence. Instinctively, he summoned magical power from his closest binding stone in order to prepare a spell.

      Then he spun and saw nothing. Anna had turned over in her sleep. Her eyes remained closed, and she made adorable noises that he refused to tell her about.

      No, Nathan realized, there was something here.

      A black door loomed in the corner of the room.

      That couldn’t have been the presence he sensed.

      Tossing on a set of clothes, he checked the door. Although Anna had an escape room, her bedroom only had one normal entrance. The door remained locked and magically warded.

      Despite that, Nathan peeked outside. The bedroom connected to the study, and from there to the palace proper.

      “My lord?” Fyre asked, her red eyes almost glowing in the shadows of the room.

      The beastkin sat on one of the sofas, paperwork neatly stacked up in front of her. While she was working through some of it, Nathan spied what he suspected was a growing pile for Anna.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      Fyre tilted her head. As always, her attention fixated on him whenever he was nearby.

      He closed the door.

      Then, despite himself, he turned to face the imposing presence that he had been ignoring since arriving at Anna’s palace.

      Kadria.

      She was the Messenger that he made a deal with on that fateful night. While she had been the architect of his defeat, the opportunity she had given him was…

      No, he refused to accept it as a good thing. People he loved were dead. This wasn’t the past, and his old lovers were never coming back.

      But he had hope, and an opportunity to prevent the world from becoming the nightmarish wasteland he had lived in. Kadria was his partner, like it or not.

      These black doors represented the entrance to her mental world. Nobody else could see them, because Kadria was using Nathan’s mind as an anchor in this world. He didn’t fully understand it, to be honest.

      But he knew enough that the door shouldn’t be here. Until now, they had only ever appeared close to binding stones. While Castle Tartus was close by, the palace was outside of its domain. If Kadria was here, then…

      Nathan drummed his fingers on his leg. The only way to find out what was happening was to go inside and talk to her.

      He walked up to the door, opened it, and stepped into the white void that appeared in front of him.

      A moment later, he appeared inside a small house. Until very recently, Kadria’s mental world had been a strange place.

      Now it looked almost normal, if very strange to Nathan.

      The house consisted of three rooms. He stood inside a carpeted bedroom, which contained a very large plush bed and many bookshelves. The books were written in languages that Nathan didn’t recognize.

      A tiled bathroom stood off to the side, with appliances that Kadria explained as extremely futuristic compared to his own. The other room was a combined kitchen and dining room, and contained similarly complex appliances. One of them was some sort of magical stovetop, which produced flames by turning a knob.

      Everything had color, texture, and looked like a complete object.

      A year ago, this room had nearly driven Nathan mad, as it had looked like the outlines of a room, rather than an actual place.

      Taking a deep breath, Nathan checked for Kadria. No sign of her. He stepped into the kitchen and saw another door. This one was made of an oddly familiar material.

      “Oh, damn, they’re back,” he muttered.

      Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan opened the new door and stepped into the world of a different Messenger.
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      Bright, hot sunlight beat down on him. He heard the laughter of children and distant chatter of people. The smell of grilled meat wafted through his nostrils. Instinctively, saliva built up in his mouth.

      His eyes adjusted, and he stared at his surroundings. He stood in a fenced, grassy field. Except the fence, sky, and sun looked like somebody had drawn them with chalk. The feeling of sunlight felt too real, however.

      “What have I told you about thinking too hard about this place?” Kadria’s familiar voice snapped, pulling him from his thoughts.

      He stopped staring at the strange drawings and looked down.

      Three women stood nearby, around a strange assortment of furniture. All of them had curly horns protruding from their heads and bronzed skin. But that was where the similarities ended.

      Kadria sat on a wooden chair, wearing as little clothing as always. Platinum hoops and bangles hung off her body. Her black hair had grown out substantially since they first met and nearly fell to her ass.

      Despite long familiarity with her, Nathan felt his body react. He hadn’t seen her in natural lighting like this. Her bronzed skin glittered in the sunlight. Her thick, curvy thighs drew his eyes to them, which only made the nearly transparent material of her black silk panties more obvious. His cock knew what it wanted.

      Kadria’s violet eyes narrowed, her red pupils shining, and she smirked at him.

      “Hey, hey! Pay attention to us, too!” another voice shouted. “Our tits are way bigger than hers.”

      “Yes, because that’s all that matters in a woman,” Kadria drawled.

      “Our tits are bigger than your entire body. So yeah, it does matter,” a huskier voice replied. “We’re real succubi.”

      Nathan sighed and looked over at the pair who demanded his attention. He knew them as the Twins—Maura and Laura. Months ago, he had fought against them and won.

      Fei had even cut Laura in half, and he had watched as her body was incinerated in front of him. For whatever reason, Laura’s response to being “killed” was to give him a titjob together with her twin sister. Probably because they were succubi.

      The Twins were identical, save for very minor differences. Both of them had incredibly beautiful and attractive figures. They had curves as far as the eye could see. Tits larger than their heads. Fleshy thighs thicker than their waists. Long white hair past their asses.

      Nathan had to admit that while he found them irritating, he enjoyed looking at them. They were even more enjoyable to hold on to.

      Both Laura and Maura stared at him with broad grins and curved eyes. The way to tell them apart was their eyes: both had red eyes, but Maura’s sclera were pitch-black.

      Of course, Maura also wore a black dress. At least, she normally did.

      Right now, both Twins wore the same outfit: a tiny pair of blue shorts that strained to contain their asses and a tube top that barely covered their breasts. Nathan plainly saw that they still didn’t wear underwear, given how poorly their clothes covered them.

      Also, Maura was wearing an apron.

      “Are you cooking?” he asked her, staring at the strange steel appliance she stood in front of.

      The appliance looked like a big box with a flat top and a hood. The knobs along the front looked like much larger versions of what Nathan saw in Kadria’s kitchen. Thick meat patties fried on top of it, spitting juices from time to time, and smoke billowed into the air.

      That explained the smell of grilled meat.

      “Yup. Nothing better to do on a weekend than grill up some burgers,” Maura said. She snapped some tongs together.

      “Burgers?” Nathan asked.

      Laura and Maura stared at him.

      Kadria snorted. “Hamburgers are a very modern invention. I don’t think he knows what you’re using, either.”

      “Oh my god,” the Twins said together.

      “Goddess,” Nathan corrected automatically.

      “Fuck that bitch,” Laura said. “Literally.”

      Nathan tried not to think too hard about what she had just said.

      Laura grabbed Nathan and dragged him over to Maura. The two Twins sandwiched him and directed his attention to the strange steel thing.

      “I can’t believe we’ll get to see your first time eating a burger,” Laura said. “Like, will you react like little kids do when they first bite into a cheeseburger? Or will it be more like when you stick your dick into a girl for the first time?”

      Nathan wanted to scratch his head in discomfort, but he found his arms restrained by the busty succubi next to him. Instead, he stared at the delicious meat in front of him.

      “So, what is this?” he asked.

      “It’s an outdoor grill. I think they call it other things elsewhere. When we went to Australia as exchange students, they called it a BBQ,” Maura said.

      Nathan refrained from asking what an Australia was.

      “So, it cooks things?” he asked.

      “Yup. It runs on gas—although we’re using magic in here—and creates flames. The meat tastes so much better. Although, I guess you cook everything with flames in your backward little world.” Maura tilted her head.

      As she shrugged, she flipped the meat patties. Nathan watched as fat dripped through grates in the grill. Flames licked the meat, intensifying the smoke and smell.

      “Gas,” he said slowly. “Wait, you mean something flammable?”

      His mind churned.

      Laura crouched down and opened the bottom of the box. Inside it was a big metal container with bright labels on it.

      Nathan stared at it.

      “This is full of propane gas,” Laura said. “You could get other ones, like electric ones. But Dad always used to rant about how gas was the only way to grill.”

      “Those were the days,” Maura said, her voice dripping with disdain.

      “Oh, absolutely. Loved coming back home to a house that smelled of booze, cigarettes, and the fifty women he’d fucked since we last saw him.” Laura smirked. “He made good burgers, though.”

      “The best.”

      Nathan ignored the Twins as his mind tried to comprehend what he was staring at.

      “If this gas is flammable, what would happen if…” Nathan snapped his fingers, staring at the canister.

      Everybody stared at him.

      Then Kadria laughed. “Well, somebody is getting ideas for cruel new weapons. What, did you tire of your flesh-eating flood? Or the explosive geyser minefield?”

      “This is stable, right? But if something sets it off…” Nathan licked his lips.

      The problem with catapults was that he’d never come up with a type of ammunition that worked well enough. If he flung these at enemies, and they could explode, then…

      “Uhhhhh, I’m going to close this,” Laura said, doing exactly that.

      “What, not looking forward to him ramming one of those inside you next time you fight him?” Kadria cackled. “Maybe I should teach him some chemistry. Show him the real way to have some fun.”

      “That’s not fair! We’re treating him to hamburgers, and he’s learning how to blow us to pieces next time we want to have some fun with him,” Laura whined.

      “If,” Maura muttered. “Can’t say I’m too keen on being blown apart.”

      She smirked at him. Her free hand wandered over his crotch, which was still bulging from the presence of all the nearby succubi.

      “And he’s so willing that I think we can have fun with him anytime we want,” Maura added.

      Laura rolled her eyes. “Sure, we can fuck, but that’s different. I want to see the look on that catgirl’s face when I ride him in front of her.”

      “You’re that keen to be chopped in half again?” Nathan asked.

      “Oooh, is that what you’re into? I figured you to be the vanilla type, but with the added thrill of lots of hot, steamy babes.” Laura pressed herself against him. He felt her hot breath on his ear as her hand slipped inside his pants and stroked his prick. “But if you’re up for something a bit more hardcore, we can do that as well. A bit of domination play with you and your pet. Maybe hang us on the wall, mmm.”

      “Honestly, the pair of you are worse than that horsegirl,” Kadria interrupted.

      She glared at the Twins, who stuck their tongues out in return. But the busty succubi pulled away from Nathan.

      A raised eyebrow and smirk from Kadria caused him to slip his cock back into his pants. He didn’t want any hot grease getting onto it. That would hurt. A lot.

      He knew from experience.

      “I thought you were making hamburgers out of meat, not yourselves,” Kadria said.

      The Twins tilted their heads in confusion.

      Kadria held her hands up. “The two of you are the bun, and his dick is the meat.”

      “Ohhh,” the Twins said together.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t get that.”

      “We fuck. You can keep the metaphors.” Maura rolled her eyes and checked on the bottom of one of the meat patties. “Plus, I think ground dick would taste pretty bad.”

      Nathan pretended she hadn’t said that.

      “You really are as bad as the horsegirl,” Kadria groaned.

      Nathan frowned and stepped away from the succubi. Laura pouted at him, but took the opportunity to summon more food.

      Bread rolls, pickles, and strange, colorful containers appeared on a small wooden table. Nathan didn’t have the slightest clue what any of them were, so he simply watched as he stood next to Kadria.

      “Does Fyre bother you?” he asked.

      “Oh? Why do you assume I’m talking about her? Isn’t there a far more important horse in your life? A certain unicorn that you’ve been avoiding thinking about?” Kadria smirked.

      He scowled at her. “Do you need to be intentionally annoying?”

      “No, but it’s more enjoyable. Tweedledee and Tweedledum took away my schtick of flirting with you and rubbing your cock. So I need to be the bitch,” she said.

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. He suspected those nicknames were insulting, but he didn’t recognize them.

      “You are talking about Fyre, though?” he pressed.

      “Maybe. She’s an interesting specimen. Whenever you enter the same room as her, it’s like everything else ceases to exist. ‘Terrifying’ is perhaps the word I’d use for her,” Kadria replied. She poked Nathan in the stomach. “But, even if she convinced you to bed her, I suspect you’d only use her as a substitute for your adorable little unicorn. Why not simply ask Ciana to join you?”

      Nathan scowled. Unbidden, memories rose to the forefront of his mind.

      “Ah,” Kadria said, her smirk vanishing.

      “Don’t do that,” he snapped.

      “Succubi,” Maura drawled from nearby. “And we’re all good ones. We can’t turn our shit off, you know. Your emotions just bubble up to the surface and we see them, like little clouds around your head.”

      Frowning, Nathan tried to change the topic. “But I could learn mental defenses to stop that?”

      “Not against us, even with decades of experience. We are succubi,” Kadria said. Then she raised an eyebrow. “Why does the unicorn bother you so much? I already recognize two of your former trigems, and you don’t even feel the slightest pang about sending them into danger.”

      A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. The red and violet eyes staring at him held a gentle expression, but they belonged to a monster. Kadria had killed all of his Champions in his world. Both Narime and Jafeila had died at her hands.

      “You remember them, but not what happened afterward?” he asked Kadria slowly.

      She raised an eyebrow. Then pursed her lips.

      “My record of your world isn’t that perfect. Things happened quickly once I broke into your fortress,” she said.

      “She died. Protecting me,” he said flatly.

      None of the Messengers said anything. The meat crackled on the grill. A loud spitting sound and the clack of metal on metal indicated that Maura was removing the meat.

      “And? Didn’t all of them?” Maura said.

      He scowled at her.

      She rolled her eyes as she dropped a metal platter of meat onto the table. Her red and black eyes pierced him.

      “The whole ‘tortured, edgy hero’ thing is cute in a way. Laura fantasizes over that shit. But you’re not going to get any sympathy from us,” Maura said, hands on her hips. “People die. You have a new unicorn now. Do you know the things people would do for the chance you have? If I could redo my old life, I wouldn’t waste time worrying about things going wrong. I’d just fuck and kill every person on my list.”

      “You’d use the same list for both killing and sex?” Kadria asked.

      Maura paused. “I guess I’d need three lists. One for killing. One for fucking. One for both.”

      Next to her, Laura finished preparing… whatever she was making. She had put the meat patty between both halves of the bread, slathered pickles and what looked like relishes on them, and then closed the whole thing up.

      “Hamburger time,” Laura said, carrying it over to him.

      Nathan took the opportunity to leave the difficult topic behind. Maura’s words had given him something to chew on, however. He disliked the way she put it. Ciana wasn’t a toy that could be replaced. She had died, and the one in this world was an entirely different person.

      But she was right that worrying about the past didn’t help him in the future.

      He picked up the hamburger in both hands and stared at it.

      “So it’s like a sandwich?” he asked.

      “A burger is not a sandwich,” Laura said, annoyed.

      Sure, Nathan thought.

      He bit into the ‘burger.’ He chewed.

      Then froze.

      “Holy shit,” he mumbled around a mouthful of sauce and meat.

      “Oh man, that was definitely a face to snap a pic of,” Maura said with a grin. “Good thing we have photographic memories after changing. Gonna have fun remembering this one.”

      He swallowed and stared at the hamburger. Technically, it wasn’t that amazing by itself. He had eaten meat patties like it. The bread roll was similar to what he’d eaten before. And the relish was extremely salty and sugary compared to what he was used to.

      But all combined, it made for a meal unlike anything that he had ever eaten.

      He demolished it, while the Twins giggled at him and nibbled at their own burgers. Kadria watched.

      “Going to ask nicely for one?” Laura teased. “Maybe if you bend over and let us watch Nathan rail you, we’ll serve you a fresh one.”

      Kadria rolled her eyes. She held up a hand and a wholly formed burger appeared in it. There was lettuce on it, and the relish was white, but it was definitely a burger.

      “It won’t taste the same.” Laura pouted.

      “Yes. And all the better,” Kadria drawled. “After all, this burger wasn’t cooked in your love juices.”

      Nathan froze mid-bite.

      Fucking what?

      “Huh. We should try that next time,” Maura said. She pulled down her shorts, revealing her bare slit, which was dripping wet. “Although I think cooking oil works a lot better.”

      Thank fuck.

      Nathan swallowed his bite and glared at Kadria.

      They polished off the food. Nathan tried to summon a wooden chair to sit in, but the moment he began to focus his power, the entire world shimmered.

      “No, no, no!” Laura screamed. “Don’t do that.”

      He stopped, and the world returned to normal.

      “That didn’t happen last time,” he said.

      Laughing, Kadria summoned a chair for him.

      How come she could do it and he couldn’t? While he wasn’t particularly good at using his ascended magic to manipulate reality in her mental world, he had been improving.

      “This isn’t their mental world. It’s the same thing as my room,” Kadria said.

      The Twins ran around the little fenced garden, poking at the fake walls as if to test that they weren’t going to fall down.

      “A frontier fortress for their minds,” Nathan said, remembering her explanation. “So why did everything go wonky when I tried to do something?”

      “Because it’s hooked into your mind. Unlike me, the Twins don’t have anywhere near the influence over you. You voluntarily let me in when we made our pact. They snuck into your binding stone, and are essentially a parasite. While they are here, you are far more powerful.” Kadria grinned. “I shouldn’t tell you this, given we’re all Messengers, but this is the perfect time to make them your plaything.”

      Nathan looked at the Twins. They chattered to each other as they repaired a hole in a fence. It looked like a black void had appeared. Neither of them looked threatening.

      Against his better judgment, Nathan said, “If they attack again, I’ll consider it.”

      “How soft of you,” Kadria said.

      “Allies can be more beneficial than enemies.”

      “I’d be careful of ever considering them allies. That requires them to be capable of conscious thought.”

      He rolled his eyes. Despite Kadria’s constant insults, Nathan didn’t feel the Twins were that stupid.

      “And are they really a threat?” Nathan asked.

      “If they had the power, they’d turn you into their toy in an instant,” Kadria said, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t allow their blather and massive tits to let you forget that. I am working with you. They find you amusing.”

      “But they don’t have the power.”

      “No. Especially not now. You’ve stabilized the world too much. That’s why I’m here,” she said.

      With a flick of her wrist, Kadria summoned a physical map of Doumahr. It floated next to them.

      Sensing that something was happening, the Twins ran over. They bounced up and down on their heels, which caused their chests to do very distracting things inside their tight tops.

      “Wow. I don’t think I’ve seen the Empire that big in ages,” Maura said. “Is that why we can’t use the portal anymore?”

      “What?” Nathan asked, eyebrows shooting up.

      “Yeah, yeah, lap it up. Even with a cascade, we probably couldn’t appear again right now. The activity level has dropped super hard.” Maura scowled. “It’d need to be a huge cascade, like the one that we used last time. Some big, external event.”

      “Why external?” Nathan asked. “Don’t the portals generate their own energy?”

      “Because Messengers are beings of disruption,” Kadria said. “You’ve stabilized Doumahr by stopping the current wars. The Empire has conquered the Federation and scared Trafaumh into a ceasefire. Without chaos, we don’t have any cracks to slip through.”

      Nathan frowned. “But that’s only going to make things worse, isn’t it? Arcadia is still in turmoil. The Spires are angry over the cascade that happened. And the Empire is on the verge of civil war. There are plenty of ways to create chaos for you.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. I had hoped that you would be able to settle matters, and then we could slowly build up our influence in the world.” Kadria bit her lip and stared at the map. “But I underestimated the contingencies put in place to prevent stability.”

      A memory from a past conversation clicked in Nathan’s mind. “Those super-powerful magical beings you mentioned? The ones that exist between worlds?”

      Laura and Maura gawked at him, then at Kadria. “You told him about our boss? Seriously?”

      “You all work for the same person?” Nathan asked, surprised given the animosity they showed toward each other.

      “Person is a relative term,” Maura said drily. “Describing what we work for hurts my head. He can appear as whatever or whoever he likes. He’s not even a he, really. We just call him that because that’s what he shows himself as to us.”

      “What’s his name?” Nathan asked.

      “Something you don’t need to know,” Kadria said.

      The Twins nodded.

      “Names hold power. It’s wise not to speak those of the truly powerful,” Kadria said, her expression darkening.

      “But he’s trying to destabilize the world,” Nathan said. “I take it I should be worried?”

      “You should be preparing. Fortunately, you are. And you’re suppressing panic at the same time. Right now, chaos is your enemy.”

      “Are we allowed to say that?” Laura asked aloud. “I think chaos is our ally.”

      Kadria rolled her eyes. “Stop being paranoid. If anything was going to happen to us, it would have already happened. But my point is that you need to prevent major disruptions to the world for as long as possible. Build up your strength, forge alliances, and prepare for war. Because the next move will be one intended to destroy the world.”

      “Just like when the demons poured out from Gharrick Pass in my world,” Nathan said.

      “Exactly. We don’t know when or what the move will be. Only that it will be big.” Kadria smiled. “Fortunately, I’m making a move of my own to help you.”

      “Huh? But even we can’t appear? How can you possibly do anything?” the Twins asked.

      “That is a secret.” Kadria’s red eyes twinkled, but her attention fixed on Nathan. She pressed her foot into Nathan’s crotch. “But it’s one that I’m sure you’ll love when the day comes for me to reveal it, Nathan. Oh, it will be a truly fun and exciting day.”

      He took a step back and the Twins smirked.

      Changing the subject, he asked them something that had been bothering him.

      “You’ve all met your… boss? Does that mean you were Bastions once, in your original world?” Nathan asked.

      All three succubi blinked.

      Then the Twins laughed.

      “Holy shit, you think we could be Bastions?” Maura asked, desperately trying to talk between peals of laughter.

      “Wow. And Kadria thinks we’re dumb.” Laura grinned. “You’re, like, the literal opposite of us, cutie.”

      “So you were villains even in your world?” He was confused.

      “Nope.”

      He blinked, not sure what they meant.

      Maura flicked her hair over one shoulder. “You’re a larger-than-life hero type, so maybe you don’t get it. But we were nobodies. Bastions, Champions, Messengers—they’re the type of people that change the course of worlds. The opposite of a hero is a nobody. A random person going about their life, coming home to find their deadbeat dad fucking a prostitute in their bed, and nobody gives a flying fuck.”

      “That’s why we’re Messengers,” Laura said. “We got offered a deal to become someone that mattered. The boss even threw in the chance to blow our dad’s head off and have some real fun before we left. Most Messengers are like us. Stuck in a dead-end world, with the best part of our life behind us, and no control over the future. Bet you don’t know how that feels, huh?”

      Nathan felt frozen in place.

      “But, hey, we get to have some fun together this time.” Laura winked at him. “It’s pretty nice to be with a Bastion like this. I’ve forgotten what good male company is like.”

      He tuned the Twins out as they began to bicker over something minor. Slowly, he turned to stare at Kadria.

      She smiled back at him, but her eyes were razor sharp.

      “Is something wrong, Nathan?” she crooned.

      He shook his head.

      At some point, Maura had given him another hamburger. He didn’t notice when.

      Looking around himself, he took in the absurdity of the situation.

      He was standing in some sort of strange fantasy world. Three succubi talked about random things around him, and were sexually interested in him. He had forsaken his goddess and traveled to a new world to save it.

      Laura’s description of her old life struck a chord with him.

      Couldn’t he describe his life like hers? Isn’t that why Kadria’s offer had been so appealing? He had already failed by the time she attacked. As much as he had loved those around him, the world itself had been ruined. He had more regrets than he had cherished memories.

      He took a bite of his burger and stared at Kadria. A part of him felt very stupid as he finally realized what Kadria had been doing all this time.

      She was recruiting him.
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      “Remind me again why you brought me here?” Narime asked Nathan as she peered out the window at the densely packed buildings around them.

      “Because I’m not going anywhere near a political discussion without you and your centuries of experience,” he replied, leaning against the back of the carriage.

      “While I’m touched, have you forgotten that I’m a mystic fox? My kind aren’t well liked this far west.”

      She shook her six voluminous tails for effect, and their silvery fluffiness captured his attention. Narime was a mystic fox, and had silver fox ears and tails to prove it. Her slim, buxom frame accentuated her exotic appearance, particularly as she wore a figure-hugging black dress.

      Nathan sat inside a carriage with her and Sen, another of his Champions. More carriages trundled in front and behind them. Each was driven by magic, and required no driver, but there were guards posted on each one.

      Summer had arrived. With the amount of work that Nathan had, the weeks had passed in the blink of an eye.

      Farmers began to harvest the first crop as the weather warmed. The first construction projects were in full swing. Trade caravans bustled across the roads of Gharrick Duchy, as Anna called her new territory. The turmoil simmered, at least in Nathan’s lands.

      By far the best news was the ceasefire with Trafaumh. The Empire’s war against its northern neighbor was entering its third year now, with little ground gained on either side. The ceasefire only lasted for three months—long enough for both sides to argue over peace terms—but it allowed the soldiers to go home and rest.

      That also meant that the summer session of the Diet would be busy. The Diet was where nobles gathered to argue about and vote on matters that affected the entire Empire.

      Chief among those were military affairs and the nobility as a whole. Both matters that the nobles were deeply upset about, following the war with the Federation and its annexation.

      Nathan was traveling to Aleich with Anna to help her with the Diet. He hated politics, but couldn’t ignore them this time.

      The last time he had ignored politics, the princess he supported had been overthrown and he had been exiled to the Far Reaches.

      “Given how badly the Nationalists hate me, I don’t think you can possibly make things worse,” Nathan said. “And I’ll need your advice. Things are getting complicated. I can handle military affairs, but I’m about as good at politics as I am at dancing.”

      “Really?” Sen chirped from a corner of the carriage. She leaned backward to avoid Narime’s shifting tails.

      Unlike Narime, Sen was both human and lacked any gems. She wasn’t a Champion in the truest sense, but Nathan considered her one. Her brown hair was streaked with dense patches of white. She looked around with bright red eyes, her lithe, toned figure hidden beneath her baggy red cloak.

      “I heard there lots of balls held while the Diet was on. I figured to buy a dress with Anna. Does that mean we need to get you dance lessons?” Sen asked, eyes bright.

      “Yes, Nathan, do we?” Narime grinned.

      “I can waltz,” he said.

      “How manly,” Narime said.

      “Are there manly dances?” Nathan countered.

      “Back in Kurai, there was a long history of—” Narime began to say.

      He rolled his eyes, realizing his mistake as she began a familiar spiel. “Yes, you’ve told me before. Warrior dances. Courting dances. The plays with dances. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them, but dancing is definitely different here.”

      Narime stared at Nathan, her brow furrowed in confusion. Her tails curled around herself.

      Next to her, Sen’s eyes widened and she subtly waved her hands over her lap in a “stop” motion.

      “I’m certain I’ve never told you about this part of Kurai,” Narime said. “The festivals, plays, and courting rituals are unique, and something I deeply miss, but our conversations have been more limited.”

      Her eyes pierced him.

      Shit. He’d mixed up the knowledge from his world with this world. Narime was nearly identical between the two. Separating memories of her between the two worlds turned out to be difficult for Nathan. He often relied on contextual clues, but Narime had taught him so much that it was impossible not to slip up.

      “Maybe Seraph did?” Nathan tried.

      “Uh huh.” Narime’s expression returned to normal faster than he expected. “I should invite you to one of the harvest festivals that my kin are holding. There are fewer of us here than I’d like, but they have established villages in the chillier parts of the Federation.”

      “Empire,” Sen corrected.

      Narime rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. I know. We need to come up with a proper name for the former Federation territories. Most people still call it the Federation.”

      While Sen and Narime bantered, Nathan settled into an uncomfortable silence. He worried about the true cause of Narime’s backdown over his slipup.

      Only a few of his Champions knew the truth about Nathan and the fact he had come from another world. Sen was one of them. He had overwritten the Sen from this world with the Sen from his original world. The same was true of another Champion, Sunstorm.

      Fei also knew the gist of it. She had worked it out and confronted Nathan, and was now part of the trio of girls that held secret tea parties in Gharrick Pass.

      They probably didn’t hold tea parties, Nathan figured. But he knew they talked about him in hushed whispers and liked to gang up on him in bed to an extent they had been hesitant to do before.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t bring Fei,” Sen said, rousing Nathan from his thoughts. “She’s always by your side.”

      “Somebody needs to protect the portals, and Fei is trusted and powerful,” he replied. “Plus, things are more political than military here. She’d do little more than look cute.”

      “So why am I here?” Sen asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m a bandit girl with a magical spirit in her head. My talent is setting things on fire, and I’m pretty sure I’ll get in trouble if I do that to any dickhead nobles.”

      Nathan briefly entertained himself at the thought of letting Sen cast one of her spells while the Diet was in session.

      “Yes, don’t do that,” he said drily.

      “So?” she pressed.

      “You use magic, and being possessed by Ifrit gives you more cachet than you think,” Nathan said. “And, to be blunt, you’re human. I need some muscle.”

      “So that’s me and Sunstorm.” Sen nodded with a smirk. “And it totally has nothing to do with having us a pair, huh?” Her expression turned lewd.

      “It won’t,” Narime said flatly. “Nathan has been given a room in the palace, while the rest of us will be staying with Anna at a property that Archduke von Milgar has set aside.”

      “Wait, so no fun times with Nathan at all?” Sen whined. “That’s dumb. Nathan, stay with us and Anna.”

      “I’ll visit,” he said with a smirk. Then his expression turned serious. “But one of you will be staying with me in the palace anyway. There’s a reason I’m staying there. Things are—”

      The carriage juddered to a sudden halt, and Nathan nearly bit his tongue. Sen flew forward, and he snapped an arm out to catch her. As if by instinct, she rolled onto his lap.

      In the silence of the carriage, the commotion outside grew almost deafening. It sounded as if a huge crowd surrounded them. Shouting filtered into the carriage. For a moment, Nathan thought they were under attack, and his hand flew to his sword.

      Then he calmed down. He heard chatter, including that of the guards outside the carriage. Nobody screamed. There certainly wasn’t any combat taking place.

      “Looks like there’s some traffic,” Narime said. She sighed. “This is why I hate taking carriages. Any time a crash happens, or somebody argues at a toll, everything backs up. Walking is so much easier.”

      “Can’t you teleport?” Sen said.

      “She can,” Nathan said as he stood up. “She can also run faster than most carriages.”

      “It’s not my fault that your carriages are so slow.”

      He shook his head. Reaching for his magic, he checked his surroundings. Nobody was casting spells, and nothing seemed awry. He sensed Champions and Bastions nearby, but that was normal given the Diet was about to come into session.

      “Nathan?” Narime and Sen asked together. They had sensed what he had done.

      “We’re in the middle of Aleich, in carriages belonging to a duchess,” he explained. “I don’t like this.”

      “Does being noble usually allow you to avoid traffic in the Empire?” Narime asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Then he opened the window and stuck his head out.

      A line of carriages almost ten-deep sat unmoving in front of him. Nathan couldn’t see the cause. But he saw a gatehouse from one of Aleich’s inner walls and immediately grew suspicious.

      Unlike many cities, Aleich lacked tolls or inspections. The city sprawled across the countryside. There technically was a small river system here, but Aleich had converted it into canals and sewage so long ago that not even history knew what waterways were natural and which were artificial.

      That sprawl was broken up by those waterways and a number of inner walls. Aleich’s design was so chaotic that Nathan had heard of people going mad because they got lost down an alleyway.

      “I don’t think we should be stopped here,” he said.

      “You’re telling us,” a nearby guard said. He wore Anna’s uniform. A black strip of cloth was wrapped around his upper arm, covering the beastkin crest Nathan knew was on his armor. “Nobody seems to know what’s going on.”

      Anna had brought a couple dozen guards and some beastkin knights with her, and they were all alert. They stood around the carriages, chewing on tobacco and chatting amiably with some of the passersby. But all of them had their hands on or close to their weapons.

      The gathering crowd consisted of middle-class types. Merchants, laborers, and the aspirational classes. Nathan saw more than a few beastkin among them. To them, the traffic was a distraction from the monotony of the day. Vendors sent staff out to the carriages with baskets full of goods.

      A pair of young catgirls walked down the line, selling woodcrafts and other baubles. An armor-polisher tried to talk some guards into paying for his services. At least one prostitute showed up, and Nathan saw a few people slip away into nearby alleyways.

      He looked back and saw Anna’s carriage behind his. A head poked out from it and looked familiar.

      Fyre’s expression was wary, and far sharper than Nathan was used to, as she surveyed the area. Then she saw Nathan and her face lit up with the warped fascination he expected from her. She waved to him, her red eyes practically glittering with excitement.

      While he had wanted to compliment her awareness of the situation, he now felt it was a bad idea to say as much. Fyre’s head might explode if he actually said anything nice about her to her face.

      “I’m going to take a look,” Nathan said.

      “Not without us,” Narime growled.

      The three of them slipped out of the carriage. The guards saluted perfunctorily, but they were used to him after days of traveling. The glamor of being so close to “Bastion Nathan” had worn off fast when he made it a point to chat with them every day.

      A clicking on the smooth stone signaled Fyre’s arrival. She beamed at Nathan, her tail wagging behind her like a dog’s.

      “Sunstorm is with Anna?” he confirmed. He doubted Fyre would leave her liege alone, but wanted to be certain.

      “Of course, my lord,” Fyre said. “She is far more capable of defending against assassins than I am, so we felt it best that she remain with Anna.”

      That was the reason Sunstorm was in Anna’s carriage to begin with.

      Sunstorm only had a single onyx gem. Her olive skin was proof of her heritage from the Kurai Pensinula. Unlike Nathan’s other Champions, Sunstorm wasn’t trained as a warrior.

      She was an assassin.

      Poisoning, stealth, infiltration, espionage, counterespionage, and—Sunstorm’s favorite—killing were her tools of the trade.

      For most Bastions, an assassin wasn’t that useful. They fought armies of demons. Sunstorm specialized in killing humans, even if her gems made her strong enough to defend portals as well. But Nathan valued Sunstorm’s abilities, especially right now.

      “I don’t see how standing outside helps us, Nathan,” Narime said. “Or do you want to see what’s holding us up?”

      He frowned. He could do that, but…

      Staring at Anna’s carriage, which was now defended only by a monogem Champion and some guards, he realized how dangerous that was. Aleich should be safe, but it was crawling with Bastions and Champions from all over the Empire right now.

      Not least of which were Tharban’s.

      “I figure I’ll do what normal people do, and ask,” Nathan said.

      Then he took a few steps away from the carriage and gave a gentle wave and a smile at a small crowd of merchants nearby. They looked local. None of them tried to hawk their goods, and instead huddled together while they chattered and watched.

      “Afternoon,” Nathan said as he approached. “You used to seeing this sort of thing by now?”

      A couple of the merchants eyed him warily, their gazes shooting to his uniform and especially the Bastion emblem. But the rest gave him a friendly enough greeting. The sort of greeting that made it clear that conversation was welcome, so long as he didn’t pry or try to throw his weight around.

      “Normally, no,” a reedy looking man said. He clicked his tongue. “But there’s a mob of guards that have set up in the gatehouse recently. They’re stopping carriages. For security reasons.”

      “It’s a mess, is what it is,” a matronly woman said, wearing finer clothes than the others. “We have to get deliveries early morning and night, and we get charged extra.” She eyed Nathan. “I assume you’re involved in this?”

      “Given there aren’t supposed to be checkpoints in the city, no,” he said.

      “Not like that,” she said. “This.” She waved a hand as if to gesture to the city as a whole. “Those guards aren’t working for His Majesty. It’s dumb politics.”

      Nathan blinked.

      “Of course, he’s involved in it,” a deeper voice said. “He caused it all.”

      A bare-chested beastkin stared at him. He had a pair of thick horns and was covered in ash. A blacksmith or metalworker, probably.

      Next to Nathan, Fyre took a step forward, her face twisting. Nathan stopped her.

      “I’m a Bastion in service to his Majesty and the Watcher Omria,” he said. “If things fall apart because I do my duty, then maybe that says something about those responsible.”

      The eyebrows of the merchants shot up.

      “Maybe it does,” the beastkin blacksmith said. “I’d prefer to work in peace.”

      “And I’d like a world without demons, so I could retire,” Nathan drawled. “Sometimes we deal with shit, so that we can enjoy the better days.”

      Before the argument could continue, Nathan bid farewell and turned away. He had his answer, which was that this appeared to be some sort of political play.

      Once back at the carriages, he looked around again. Nobody had moved. The line had more than doubled in length by now. If this was an inspection, it was the slowest one that Nathan had seen.

      “This is a trap,” Narime said.

      Nathan looked at her. A huff escaped her and her tails batted at him, tickling him with their fluffiness.

      “I’m allowed to admit that you were right, aren’t I?” she said, raising an eyebrow as she drowned him with her tails.

      “Do I get rewarded like this every time I’m right?” he said. He ran a hand through one of her luxurious fluffballs.

      Narime squeaked and her tails retreated. Her glower suggested he had gone too far.

      At least in public. He privately reserved some time in his calendar to comb those tails with his hands. No way was he letting her tempt him with them, then get away without a fluffing.

      “One day I’m going to convince Ifrit to teach me a spell that gives me a tail,” Sen said.

      Fyre tilted her head in confusion. A moment later she perked up and her tail nearly whirred behind her.

      “Needs some more fluff,” Sen said, noticing the horsegirl’s reaction.

      Fyre pouted.

      “You don’t need a tail, Sen,” Nathan said.

      “Needs and wants are separate things,” she replied, her voice deepening as she did a bad imitation of Nathan. “Plus, Ifrit goes silent any time I talk about giving myself a tail.”

      Nathan stared at Sen.

      How perverted was Ifrit, if that was his reaction to Sen asking about a tail? Although given Sen’s preferences in bed, it might just work…

      “Oh…” Sen said, eyes widening. “I recognize that expression. That sort of tail.”

      “By Omria,” Narime muttered, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Perversions aside, these wagons aren’t going anywhere. We’re going to need to deal with this ourselves, Nathan.”

      He nodded, but he had already formed a plan while they joked around. “Narime, Fyre, I want the two of you to protect Anna in her carriage. Keep the door closed.”

      His gaze fixed on Narime, and she frowned at him for a moment. Then she nodded. A smirk rose to her face as she led an excitable horsegirl back to Anna’s wagon. Surprisingly, Fyre hadn’t protested when he ordered her away.

      Sunstorm ducked out to replace her. The Champion wore a form-fitting black leather outfit, with her only nod to the uniform being her jacket. A strip of black cloth covered her neck. Beneath it lay a single onyx, which provided her power.

      Her olive skin stood out compared to everybody on the street, but she paid no heed to the stares. Her black hair had grown out and was wrapped in two small buns on either side of her head.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Sunstorm responded by touching her pair of sheathed short swords. Sen gave her a shove.

      “No killing,” Sen said. “At least until you’re told to.”

      “Boring.”

      The three of them approached the gatehouse. The wall towered over them, but there wasn’t much to see. In Aleich, the inner walls were no longer manned. They simply took up space. Crumbling stonework loomed over them, and vines stretched along the length of the wall.

      Even the gatehouse itself didn’t function. The portcullises were jammed opened with steel bars, as the mechanisms controlling them had rusted away centuries ago.

      Inside the gatehouse were a pair of large wagons laden with large crates. Bored guards stood next to the wagons, their uniforms bearing the insignia of some random noble. The exit was blocked by a crude wooden blockade, which was manned by several men in Imperial Army uniforms and armor.

      A pair of pompous merchants argued with a stocky officer, whose expression suggested he intended to be here all day. A mage stood next to them.

      Unlike the other guards, the mage appeared alert. His fingers drummed on his oaken staff as he kept a lookout. He was the first person to notice Nathan, and nodded in acknowledgement.

      “I’d ask if something is wrong, but it’s obvious at a glance that there is,” Nathan said loudly as he approached. “The hell is going on and on whose orders are you here?”

      Nathan’s voice had an almost magical effect. The merchants backed away, their mage muttering to them to retreat to the wagons. Onlookers crowded near the entrance, peering inside. The Imperial soldiers began to cluster around Nathan, but far enough away that they probably thought they were being subtle about it.

      “I don’t believe that’s any of your business, milord,” the officer said, rubbing his knuckles against his breastplate. “Our orders aren’t yours. Let us do our job and you do yours.”

      “Cute,” Nathan said. “But I’m a Bastion and outrank you. Give me a reason to believe that you’re here on official orders.”

      “Cute,” the officer taunted, mimicking Nathan’s tone with a smirk. “Do you have any proof of that? Fancy little crest aside, I don’t know you. I don’t take orders from nobodies.”

      The atmosphere shifted instantly. An eerie silence fell, as the onlookers shut up. The mage’s eyes widened, and he gestured for the merchants to move backward. Even the bored guards reacted. They fell into wary postures, hands on their weapons as they eyed the soldiers.

      Everybody knew what Nathan was, even if they didn’t recognize him. Nobody impersonated a Bastion. Not only was it treason and heresy, but it was an easily detectable lie.

      To magical senses, Champions and Bastions were like magical mountains. Easily detectable even miles away, unless they hid themselves. Any magic user capable of lighting a candle without matches could confirm that Nathan was genuine.

      The soldiers stopped being subtle and began to close in around Nathan. Nobody moved to help him.

      Probably because they didn’t need to.

      “I’m genuinely not sure if you’re acting stupid to stall me, or if you are this dumb,” Nathan said. “It’s good acting if you are stalling, but too obvious.”

      “I don’t know—”

      Nathan drew his sword and pointed it at the officer’s neck. “My proof is obvious enough that everybody knows who and what I am. But why don’t we walk you down to a local guard post and have them check you out?”

      Before anything happened, screams and yells erupted far behind Nathan. The trap had sprung.

      He sighed and sheathed his sword.

      The officer stared at him dumbly. All the soldiers froze, weapons half-raised to rush Nathan.

      “Sunstorm, deal with them,” he said. “No killing.”

      Then he turned and walked back to his and Anna’s carriages.

      “You owe me a head after this,” Sunstorm muttered.

      Then she blinked forward, faster than normal eyes followed. Her first punch caved in the officer’s breastplate. He flew into two other soldiers, bowling them over.

      Sunstorm didn’t watch the fat officer take flight, however. She leaped from soldier to soldier, snapping out a kick or a punch for each one. Bones shattered, armor dented, and men screamed in agony as they were brutalized by a woman much smaller than them.

      Within seconds, Sunstorm had reduced the soldiers to a groaning pile of barely conscious wrecks.

      “Maybe you should contact the real city guard,” she said flippantly to the merchants and their guards.

      She vanished in a puff of shadow, only to reappear next to Nathan. He ignored her, his teeth gritted as he hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. Somebody had planned this out to kill Anna. For once, he wasn’t the target.
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      Open battle had broken out near the carriages. People fled past Nathan. Nobody appeared to be injured, other than those that fell and hurt themselves. Guards from the other carriages watched the chaos, frozen with indecision.

      The cause was obvious.

      Anna’s guards fought against the Imperial Army. Or at least, people wearing stolen Imperial uniforms. There were several dozen attackers, and most of them only wore parts of their uniforms or had done a sloppy job putting them on. Crests and uniforms of other noble houses showed beneath the Imperial uniform.

      Several onlookers were caught in the chaos. The catgirl merchants that had been walking up the carriages huddled in a corner of the melee, hugging each other. Others had taken up arms and were battling the attackers.

      Nathan saw the beastkin blacksmith and several other burly beastkin battling alongside what looked to be private guards. Despite their efforts, the attackers were better trained, and the civilians started to go down.

      “Sen,” Nathan ground out.

      “On it,” she said.

      Her eyes glowed as she raised a hand. A glowing red triangle appeared in front of it—a third rank spell.

      A moment later, tendrils of pure flame ripped across the street. They shot over the shoulders of Anna’s guards and the innocents, and only targeted the enemy. Over a dozen attackers found themselves engulfed in flames as the tendrils tore through them. They began to run away, screaming, but collapsed on the way.

      The tendrils instantly vanished, and Sen closed her hand.

      “Shit,” Sen said. “Too much. I forgot how fragile normal people are.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said.

      He rushed forward. Raising his sword, he cast a fourth rank spell. A glowing yellow square appeared around the tip of his blade.

      After several long, agonizing moments, lightning slammed into the center of the melee. At least one attacker screamed as he was blown away, but that wasn’t the point.

      The point was to scare the shit out of everybody.

      The melee froze. The attackers faltered, looking over at Nathan to see him approaching with two Champions.

      “Folker, are we fucking done yet?” one of the attackers yelled. He had a grizzled beard and seemed to be the leader.

      Nathan was almost certain that “Folker” was the surname of a Nationalist noble.

      More importantly, Nathan looked over to where the ambush leader had yelled.

      A cloaked figure leaped away from Anna’s carriage. The carriage had been blown open, and wreckage was strewn about the road.

      Fyre charged after the figure, her garnets glowing like miniature suns. Garnets were a jack-of-all-trades gem, and provided Champions with a good mix of strength and durability. For many, they were the poor brother to diamond gems, which had a similar role.

      But Fyre’s scimitar glowed with a golden light, and she seemed to leave small afterimages as she attacked. She must have some sort of gem ability, despite using garnets.

      The cloaked figure reeled under the attack. Their hands bristled with magic and were somehow able to deflect Fyre’s scimitar without being cut open. Very little could be seen other than the cloak. The hood covered their face in magical shadow.

      Then the figure blinked backward. Not in a puff of shadow, but closer to short-range instant teleportation. Their cloak billowed outward for a moment.

      Nathan hissed. He saw two gleaming opalescent gems in the figure’s collarbone. More to the point, the figure was definitively female, given the notable curve to their chest. Under the cloak was the uniform of an Imperial noble, likely Folker’s.

      He knew who this Champion was. If she hadn’t used both of her gem abilities, he might not have immediately recognized her. But while she hadn’t been one of his Champions in his world, he had fought alongside her many times, up until her death during the fall of Trafaumh. Like Sunstorm, she was a trained assassin.

      The assassin spotted Nathan and paused. At this point, she should retreat.

      “Folker!” the ambush leader shouted.

      Fyre charged the assassin, and she vanished. As expected.

      Then the assassin reappeared closer to Nathan, preparing to strike.

      In that instant, Nathan realized his mistake.

      He was a famous Bastion, but far from his binding stones. Right now, he was protected by two Champions, and about to be attacked by a duogem Champion that specialized in killing.

      “Shit,” he said.

      Power rose within him as he reached for his binding stones. He’d need to reinforce his body with spells and every ounce of magic that he could to keep up.

      Next to him, Sen prepared a pair of third rank spells while Sunstorm stepped in front of Nathan. Both of them were ready to defend their Bastion.

      “Folk—” the ambush leader tried to say again.

      Except he was interrupted by a short sword severing his head.

      The catgirl merchants from earlier rose to their feet. One held a gleaming short sword and two gems glowed in her collarbone as she ripped off a cloth collar. The other pulled her sword out from inside a basket.

      Blood flew as the catgirls slaughtered a half-dozen attackers. They charged the assassin, their gems glowing with power.

      With a quick glance at Nathan, the assassin vanished.

      Cursing, the catgirls whirled and checked their surroundings. But the assassin was nowhere to be seen.

      The remaining attackers were quickly subdued. Nathan noted that the catgirls didn’t bother taking prisoners. They brutally executed anyone who resisted, their expressions now thunderous scowls.

      But enough of the attackers surrendered that there would be prisoners to deal with. The fighting stopped, and a crowd slowly began to build up again.

      “You’ve stopped us, but we still won,” one of them spat. “Your precious duchess is fucking dead. Some super Bastion you are, huh?”

      Discontent rose among the crowd. Some saw Anna’s destroyed carriage and began to connect the dots.

      Fyre bounced over to him. “It’s fine, my lord. You don’t need to—”

      “He doesn’t need to worry? Because he’s going to be the new duke? You hear that, folks?” the man said.

      Fyre and the catgirls glared at him, and Nathan suspected this was an intentional ploy at martyrdom.

      Fortunately, help arrived.

      “If Nathan is becoming duke, it’s certainly not because I’m dead,” Anna said.

      She stepped out from her ruined carriage, completely unharmed. Narime followed her and gave Nathan a wink.

      The crowd clapped. To them, they’d seen a great magic trick. The attackers stared in disbelief.

      Moments later, Anna’s guards and knights crowded around her. Her attempts to shoo them away failed. But word would spread in the city about what had happened.

      “My lord, I saw his uniform. He was part of—” Fyre began to say, her tail wagging excitedly.

      “A mercenary group,” Nathan interrupted, speaking loudly enough to drown her out.

      Fyre stared at him in confusion. “No, I mean—”

      “Fyre, shut up,” Sunstorm said.

      The horsegirl opened her mouth to complain, but then shut it when Nathan shot her a look. She pouted.

      “Mercenaries?” one of the catgirl Champions asked, approaching them. They toyed with their swords—probably because they didn’t have a scabbard.

      “Almost certainly. They’ve stolen uniforms from nobles and the Imperial Army. They’re here to sow chaos in the Empire. There’s a bunch more of them back in the gatehouse,” Nathan said, speaking far too loudly. He wanted the crowd to hear him. Then he lowered his voice. “Until we confirm anything else, I think this is the best approach.”

      “Mmmm, I’ve been hearing great things about you, Bastion Nathan,” the catgirl said with a smile. “It seems you live up to the stories.” She licked her lips and looked at his crotch. “Although I can’t confirm some of them.”

      The other catgirl coughed and elbowed her partner. “We’ll take over from here and do that confirming, sir. We’re Champions assigned to His Majesty’s… defense network.”

      Both catgirls showed him small silver badges that bore the mark of the Imperial Spymaster. Nathan briefly touched them and confirmed the magic in them was genuine, then nodded.

      “Thanks for the intervention,” he said.

      “We’d hoped to take her down, but saving you will have to be good enough for our report,” the first catgirl said. She sighed. “Fucking paperwork. I’ll try to get you an early copy of the report. I’m told you’ll be in the palace.”

      Both catgirls saluted, before leaving him alone.

      “Defense network?” Sen asked.

      “Spies,” Sunstorm said flatly. “I thought the Bastion for Aleich was Maylis?”

      “She is. The spymaster borrows Champions from Bastions whose portals are relatively inactive.” He frowned.

      Borrowing Champions wasn’t the most reliable system. Loyalty couldn’t be guaranteed.

      It was why he remained wary of Fyre. He’d been holding off on it, but he needed to transfer her to his control. The downside was that it would make it even harder to send her to Vera if he formed a personal connection through Fyre’s gems.

      The real Imperial Army showed up quickly enough and hurried the carriages along. Nathan left them to their work.

      His party needed to squeeze into a single carriage now that one had been destroyed. A brief fight broke out over who got to sit next to him.

      The result was Fyre glowering at Sen and Sunstorm. Sen cuddled up against Nathan, grinning at Fyre triumphantly.

      “Don’t be obnoxious,” he warned.

      “Oh, please. She’ll be doing this all the time once you finally make her your Champion. I’m not looking forward to fighting her for your attention.” Sen pouted for a moment.

      As expected, Fyre brightened up.

      “I have to say, teleportation was more uncomfortable than I expected,” Anna complained. “Does it get better if you’re expecting it?”

      “No,” Nathan and Narime both said. The fox eyed him, then shrugged.

      “I took Anna the moment the fighting broke out,” Narime explained. “As such, I only saw the aftermath. But those uniforms paint a dark picture, Nathan. This looks like an attempt by the Nationalists to assassinate Anna.”

      Fyre nodded enthusiastically, before cocking her head and looking at Nathan expectantly.

      Everybody else waited to hear what he had to say, save for one person.

      “It’s too obvious. Why would a duogem Champion wear the uniform of their master during an assassination?” Sunstorm said flatly. “If the attackers can get their hands on that many Imperial Army uniforms, why not wear unmarked clothes beneath them?”

      Narime pursed her lips. “You think it’s a setup.”

      “Who is Folker?” Sunstorm asked Nathan.

      Anna butted in and said, “One of the leaders of the Nationalist faction. A southern powerbroker with close ties to Tharban. Did they say his name?”

      “They called the assassin by his name,” Sunstorm replied.

      “Wow. That is obvious.” Anna frowned. “Then who is behind it?”

      “Somebody with access to a duogem Champion, and a rare one at that. I’ve never seen moonstone used for gemming,” Sunstorm said. “Seraph said it’s only really used in Falmir.”

      An uncomfortable silence filled the carriage. It trundled along the streets, taking them closer and closer to the palace.

      “Nathan,” Narime said. “You know something, don’t you? That’s why you’ve been so silent.”

      All eyes turned to him.

      He nodded. “I do. The Champion is from Falmir. Her name is Erica Reed, and she serves Bastion Gareth Pike. If she hadn’t used both of her gem abilities, I wouldn’t have known it was her.”

      Anna’s eyes bulged. “But that’s—” She composed herself, and scowled. “You think Falmir tried to assassinate me?”

      “It might not be the first time,” Narime said. Her expression held a wariness that hadn’t been present before Nathan admitted he recognized the assassin.

      “What?”

      Nathan sighed. “Kuda thinks that Princess Charlotte’s Champion intended to kill both you and Alice during the cascade earlier this year.”

      “Fucking hell, Nathan,” Anna spat at him. “Do you plan on dropping something bigger? Did you knock up Alice, and that’s why you’re staying at the palace?”

      He glared at her, and she had the self-awareness to wince and mumble an apology.

      “Falmir’s interference isn’t the only notable observation,” Nathan said. He looked at Sunstorm expectantly.

      She raised an eyebrow in return and looked at the others. “Did nobody else spot the obvious?”

      “I was preoccupied,” Narime said.

      Sen shrugged and gave Sunstorm a bright smile, which caused the olive-skinned Champion to blush and look away. Nothing else was said.

      With a sigh, Sunstorm explained, “Fine. The interruption lasted ages, and had been taking place for days. But the guards showed up within minutes once we intervened. Plus, those two Champions just happened to be here today? The Empire was either involved or were springing their own trap on Falmir.”

      Anna’s eyes widened. “I’d wondered why the Army didn’t do anything. The Emperor has military authority over Aleich, given the amount of nobles here, so it was strange that this could happen under his nose.”

      Nathan considered how the invasion of the Federation had played out. Everything had neatly supported Emperor Gorthal’s plans. Now Falmir staged a botched assassination attempt that publicly framed the Nationalists? Convenient.

      The issue was: if Falmir were working with the Emperor, why would they have attempted to kill either Anna or Alice during the cascade? At the time, Anna was a convenient noble for both Nathan and Leopold to hold behind. And Alice is the Emperor’s beloved granddaughter.

      Schemes within schemes. Nathan didn’t know what to make of the situation. It was possible that someone else with influence in the Imperial Army arranged things, he supposed.

      Despite himself, he recalled some of the words that Torneus said, right before he was captured.

      “Gorthal is slowly realizing that he’s being cornered, but he’s played his hand poorly throughout his life,” Torneus had said while drinking his ouzo.

      Everybody was in this for themselves. Nathan needed to remember that. Not every scheme was linked. Sometimes, players in this intricate game acted for their own purpose. The Emperor might be working with Falmir, but they might also want to overthrow him.

      “Nathan, how did you recognize the Champion?” Narime asked. “And why do you know who she works for? I’ve never even heard of this Gareth. You’re knowledgeable, but this is a bridge too far.”

      He winced. Gareth was one of his oldest, truest friends from his world. The two of them had fought side by side until Gareth met his end during the fall of Trafaumh.

      Both Anna and Narime looked at Nathan expectantly. The other girls winced, their eyes looking between the fox and Nathan.

      Nathan wasn’t sure if he should be open in front of Fyre. But he also didn’t want to lie to Anna. For now, he decided to let Fyre know the general gist of his secrets. That did mean he’d need to deal with her sooner rather than later. Making her his Champion would be necessary.

      “I know it for the same reason I know a lot of other things,” he said slowly. “I’ve kept my secrets for good reason. It might be time to tell all of you—soon.”

      Anna’s eyes widened. “No, Nathan, your oath—”

      “Isn’t related to these secrets, Anna. It’s been convenient to hide behind, but the reason I haven’t told anyone is because of the danger, not because I’ll be damned.”

      Although Nathan was damned anyway.

      “I suspected this wasn’t a Bastion secret, given even Seraph doesn’t know it,” Narime said drily. “It’s your most mysterious secret, and one that I can tell that Sen and Sunstorm already know.”

      The two Champions looked away as Narime shot glares at them.

      “Fei knows as well. She worked it out herself,” Nathan said.

      “What!?” three voices snapped in chorus. Narime, Anna, and Fyre were in disbelief.

      “Fei? Our cute little catgirl who eats half a cow’s worth of meat each day, fidgets restlessly during lectures, and loses all motivation when she hasn’t fucked you in the last week?” Narime said, her voice loaded with disbelief. “That Fei? She worked out your secret?”

      “Yes.”

      “Should I just start guessing wildly?” Narime asked sarcastically.

      “Fei got it first try. In fact, she worked it out before she was gemmed and proved it to me,” Nathan said.

      Narime’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. Anna giggled, hiding her mouth behind one hand.

      Fyre’s expression was different, however. Her shock gave way to pride. She smirked at nothing, her eyes locked on a corner of the carriage.

      “You’re forbidden from telling me until I make my guess,” Narime said.

      “I want to talk about it before we leave, so make it quick.”

      With the serious topic finished, they talked about other things for the remainder of the trip. Soon enough, the carriage rolled to a stop.

      The doors opened, and Anna’s knights greeted them with salutes. Their armor bore scratches, and one of their heads was bandaged. Despite that, they helped Anna out of the carriage. Everybody else dismounted without aid, although a knight tried to help Nathan.

      They stood within the outer grounds of the palace. Like the rest of Aleich, there wasn’t a dedicated section of the city cordoned off by a huge wall. Instead, the palace loomed over the business hub of the city.

      While the palace itself was walled off, it stood on raised ground and many of its buildings were open to the public. Their carriage had rolled through one of the checkpoints and parked in the designated undercover space. Imperial soldiers patrolled the grounds, but they waved and smiled at the merchants and nobles walking up the steps to the palace itself.

      Outside the wall, a paved boulevard encircled the palace. A mass of well-dressed merchants and nobles moved between buildings, leaving room for passing carriages and wagons. Banks, merchant guilds, mercenary offices, and trading houses lined the street.

      “Alice said she’d be in the throne room,” Anna said. “We should head into the Imperial Palace.”

      “Which building?” Sen asked, eyes wide as she stared at the palatial complex.

      “The one in the center with the gigantic statue of Omria over the entrance.”

      Sen nodded, but continued looking around as they walked up the steps.

      “Why is it so big?” she mumbled.

      “Because it used to be the center of the largest nation in the world, and where Omria herself resided,” Nathan said, staring up at the robed and winged statue of the goddess. “The Anfang Empire once controlled all of Doumahr west of the Gharrick Mountains. The palace still radiates with her presence.”

      “Is that what this strange feeling is?” Sunstorm said.

      “The Imperial Palace is akin to the domain of a Bastion,” Narime explained. “The Bastion who controls it can manipulate reality within it, just like Nathan does near his binding stones. How it works is one of the closest guarded secrets of the Empire.”

      “So, what is the secret?” Anna asked, looking at Nathan expectantly.

      He shrugged. When the Empire fell in his world, the palace had been reduced to ruins. When he and other Bastions found it, the stonework still radiated with power. Mages studied the ruins, but discovered nothing.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “The palace isn’t a binding stone, but it grants the same power as one. The only conclusion is that it’s an artifact left behind by Omria herself, and the secret to it is one she left to the Emperors of the Anfang Empire.”

      Right now, Bastion Maylis had control over the palace. Nathan needed to stay on her good side.

      They stepped up to the double door entrance to the Imperial Palace. The guards now bore the golden emblem of the Emperor himself—they were the royal guards, not the Imperial Army. One of them pulled a lever. The doors slowly ground open.

      Once inside, they noted how empty the place was.

      “Isn’t the Diet in pre-session?” Nathan said.

      “Every college has separate buildings in the complex,” Anna said as she strode forward, Fyre beside her. “We only use the grand hall when the Emperor needs to be present, or for a million other procedural reasons.”

      Ah, bureaucracy. Nathan didn’t ask about the other reasons. The Imperial Diet was a complex beast. It had to be, given it was a mechanism that brought together nobles across the entire Empire and gave them the ability to influence the entire nation.

      Nathan wanted as little to do with it as possible. But ignoring it completely was unwise.

      He refused to repeat the mistakes of his past.

      “The actual throne room is around the corner, behind this one. Alice will need to let us in,” Anna said.

      Walking forward, they looked around. Nathan’s Champions oohed and aahed over the monolithic size of the palace. Even Nathan was impressed. He had implanted memories of this place, but they paled in comparison to seeing it himself.

      This was a work of the Watcher Omria. A building of a vastness that even mages struggled to create. The highest point of the hall was over twenty stories tall, and the palace had towers that dwarfed that height. Every block of stone in the building exuded powerful magic.

      Shouting interrupted Nathan’s appreciation of the palace. He turned, hand on his sword. His Champions took up defensive positions in front of him, while Fyre protected Anna.

      The entrance to the hall had been closing, and now it stopped with a juddering boom. A moment later, it began creaking and grinding open again.

      The man responsible for this was none other than Tharban himself. Nathan’s father had come to see his son at last.
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      Tharban rammed the doors open with his raw strength. The gears screeched in fury as they desperately fought against him. The doors weighed countless tons and were huge blocks of steel-plated wood filled with ancient magic, so they didn’t even flex in response to Tharban’s push.

      Slowly, the doors ground open again. The royal guards protested behind the giant, and eventually they managed to get the door to open properly. Near Nathan, a small cluster of guards formed.

      “Third time in a fucking year he’s tried to break the door,” one of them muttered.

      Tharban strode toward Nathan. There was little physical resemblance between the two men, despite being father and son. Both had black hair, a square jaw, were clean-shaven, and were tall. That was about it.

      Where Nathan was built from lean muscle, Tharban was a bear of a man. Even his hair made him look like a bear. An unkind person might suggest this implied something about Nathan’s parentage.

      Given Tharban’s short temper, that person would likely make that implication from as far away as possible.

      Nurevia followed behind Tharban. She smirked at Nathan, and invitingly ran a finger from her crotch to her lips. The dark elf had made her interest in him very clear earlier this year.

      Stopping short of Nathan, Tharban glared down at him.

      Nathan returned the glare with a stare of bland indifference.

      Around them, the guards and Champions shifted uneasily. At least one guard ran off, presumably to contact his superior or possibly Maylis herself. None of the Champions drew weapons. Anna remained behind Fyre.

      Nurevia licked her lips, her eyes oozing with lust as she looked between both men.

      Tharban grunted and looked over Nathan. His eyes narrowed at Fyre.

      “You’ve recruited another of these breeding sluts?” Tharban snarled. “Do you plan to fill your castles with abominations after you knock them all up? I’m guessing that catgirl bitch of yours isn’t here because she’s too big to fit it in a carriage, after all.”

      Nathan could hear a pin drop. The hall fell completely silent.

      The royal guards held themselves back, but their fury made itself known. Heated glares punched into Tharban. Knuckles whitened on halberds and sheathed swords. Eyes bulged and veins nearly popped.

      Although their armor hid it, many of the royal guards were beastkin. They normally tucked their ears into helmets and kept their tails curled under cloaks.

      The officers made calming gestures, although at least one looked as if he might join in.

      Nurevia looked around with a smirk and fingered her weapons.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Tharban,” Nathan said drily.

      Tharban sneered. “Still no spine. I insult your woman and you won’t even defend her? You’re even more of a bitch than the women pathetic enough to fuck you.”

      Damn. Nathan had to admit that Tharban knew how to start a fight. These were some good fighting words. Nathan privately kept them in mind, in case he needed to provoke somebody in the future.

      But trying to kill a count in the palace was treason, no matter how many times Tharban insulted him. This was a setup. Nathan wasn’t some young pup who seethed every time somebody pricked his pride.

      All eyes were on Nathan. They expected him to hit back or do something.

      In truth, he wanted to laugh at Tharban. That might make things worse. Better to avoid Tharban for now, and flatten him later, when things were less political.

      “There’s nothing to defend her from. Nobody cares about your opinion, Tharban,” Nathan said, still staring at his father with a bland expression. “But they do care about mine, and they already know what it is.”

      Tharban’s hands balled into fists as he glared at Nathan.

      For several long moments, nothing was exchanged other than glares.

      Which Nathan found odd.

      Fyre wasn’t Nathan’s Champion, and Tharban should be able to sense that. Champions were imprinted with the magic of their Bastions. Nathan’s wasn’t on Fyre. It should have been Tharban’s next point of attack, given he was trying to go after his women.

      Or maybe Tharban didn’t care, because Fyre was a beastkin.

      “They’ll learn soon enough whose opinion they should value,” Tharban boomed. He stepped forward, so that he towered over Nathan. “You’ve made a name for yourself with the help of Leopold’s bitches and Gorthal’s web of lies. But nothing gets done in Aleich without a real pair of balls. You left those behind in my county.”

      Tharban slammed his hand forward, palm open, intending to knock Nathan over.

      Instantly, Nathan was struck with deja vu. One of his implanted memories flared to life, reminding him of his past before he arrived in this world.

      He saw Tharban standing over him. This was right before the first war with Trafaumh, and before Nathan went to the academy to train as a Bastion. People stood around him—advisors and friends who had helped Nathan run the county for years. Nurevia stood in a corner, watching in excitement.

      Tharban reached out with his hand and bowled Nathan over. His father insulted him, called him weak for helping beastkin, and for not training more soldiers.

      The crowd shifted. Then Tharban looked at them, and they jeered at Nathan.

      That had been what turned the Nathan Straub of this world into a Bastion. Anger seethed within him, boiling over as he joined the academy.

      Back in the present, Nathan ignored the sudden surge of anger. Tharban’s hand rammed into his chest.

      Nathan didn’t even flinch.

      Tharban blinked. His hand was pressed into Nathan’s chest, which hadn’t moved a fraction of an inch from the impact. The giant had the strength to force open the palace doors, but couldn’t even ruffle Nathan’s clothing.

      With a loud grunt, Tharban shoved Nathan. The force was immense, and Nathan felt pain blossom in his chest. His ribs creaked. He responded by pumping magical power into his body, so that he remained perfectly still.

      “Are you done?” Nathan said flatly. Tharban pushed again, his face turning red with effort.

      Nathan yawned, even raising one hand to his face. “I have things to do. Important people to meet. Maybe you should do this with somebody who enjoys it?”

      Tharban recoiled as if he had been physically struck. His eyes widened, and snapped over to Nurevia. She blushed and twisted, sticking her tongue out coyly.

      “Do not,” Tharban growled at Nurevia, who gasped with pleasure.

      “I’m sure the palace has a private room you can borrow,” Nathan said. “Maybe ask one of the guards?”

      He gestured to the nearby guards, who appeared completely dumbfounded by what was happening.

      “Enough,” Tharban said. “Nurevia, we’re leaving.”

      Then he strode off. Nurevia followed, but strayed close to Nathan. Her eyes were glued to him and were wide open.

      When she passed him, her hand gripped his crotch and she whispered, “Who knew you’d end up with the biggest dick in the family?”

      Tharban whirled and snarled at Nurevia. She giggled and pranced over to him.

      “Hurry up,” he snapped.

      His arm grabbed her and pulled her forward. Nurevia went flying, crashing into the palace floor and tumbling head over heels. Her head slammed into the stone tiles multiple times before she stopped.

      Anna gasped, while the other Champions watched grimly. She looked at Nathan, as if to demand him to intervene.

      He shrugged. “She’s a Champion. It’s not like that’s going to hurt her much.”

      True to his words, Nurevia got up and dusted herself off. Her eyes followed the retreating Tharban for several seconds.

      Then she turned back to Nathan and gave him a fluttering wave with her fingers. A moment later, she vanished from the hall with Tharban.

      “Nathan, are you alright?” Anna asked, voice soft.

      “I’m fine,” he said, and gave her and the others a smile.

      “But—”

      “Let’s go see Alice,” he said, and took the lead. The others followed, despite their looks of concern.

      Royal knights guarded the actual throne room, which was a smaller room behind the grand hall. Nathan had never met or seen the royal knights before, but he knew of them.

      To some extent, his own knights were modeled after the royal knights here. The Empire knew that ordinary soldiers were no match for Champions and Bastions. Despite this, they needed to protect the archdukes and the emperor.

      That meant training knights and spellblades far beyond the capability of normal soldiers, and giving them the best equipment a nation could forge. While a duogem or trigem Champion could still defeat the royal knights, they posed a genuine threat to them. The same principle applied to fighting demons, which Nathan used when building his own defensive forces.

      In the future, it became standard practice for fighting off Messengers and demonic hordes. Losing entire armies of poorly equipped and trained soldiers ceased to be viable after the mass evacuation of the Federation. Entire families had been buried near the Gharrick Mountains, or their bodies lost entirely. The people refused to accept such massive losses again.

      But right now, most portals could be handled with Champions and ordinary soldiers. Large scale warfare between nations was only ramping up, with the recent wars being some of the largest in centuries. Nathan had an edge that he’d soon lose.

      After a short wait, the knights let them into the throne room. Alice waited inside with a duogem Champion and a number of royal knights. She tried to shoo them away, but they refused.

      “If he was Leopold, would you still insist on staying?” she said. “His Majesty trusts Nathan, and he is a loyal Bastion of Omria. Please give us some privacy.”

      After many protests, the knights and the Champion moved into the antechambers of the throne room. Nathan suspected they could still hear them.

      At least, they could before Narime’s tails shifted and cast a ward over the room.

      “There, we should be protected from any spying eyes and ears,” Narime said with a smirk, then frowned. “At least, non-Bastion ones. I do not promise protection from Bastion Maylis.”

      “I’d be scared if you did,” Nathan replied. “You’ve been practicing your ascended magic lately, but we’ve already established that Bastion wards are more powerful than your magic.”

      “For now,” Narime said.

      “Ahem,” Alice said.

      Nathan turned to her.

      The princess wore a stunning black and gold dress, which puffed out around her waist. Nathan imagined that it must be rather stuffy underneath, but it suited her. She seemed to radiate beauty, and the golden emblems of the imperial family suited her, particularly with her blonde hair.

      A moment later, his appreciation was interrupted as she leaped into his arms and tackled him in a hug.

      “It’s great to see you, Nathan,” Alice said. “I’ve missed you.”

      Every eye in the room bore into Nathan.

      He coughed. “It’s good to see you as well, Your Imperial Highness.”

      Alice stepped back, tilted her head, and gave him a smile that stretched across her face but didn’t reach her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite hear that. Could you please repeat yourself, Nathan?” Alice asked, her voice saccharine sweet.

      “It’s good to see you, Alice,” he said with a smirk.

      She poked him in the chest. “Much better. You’re not Uncle Leopold. I won’t let you get away with calling me by my title.”

      “What about around your grandparents?” Nathan asked.

      “Hah, very funny,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Given how much both seem to like you, I doubt they’ll care. You’re the second coming of Leopold.”

      Fyre’s ears pricked up for some reason. She opened her mouth to say something, but Anna shushed her.

      The meeting with Alice was mostly to sort out their visit. They organized their schedule, where Anna was staying, confirmed names of interesting nobles, and which days the Diet was actually intending to talk about important things.

      Nathan refused to sit and listen to a bunch of nobles debate about taxation policy. While Alice and Anna insisted there were some important discussions to be had about trade taxes, he stared them down.

      “I’m a Bastion. Do the trade taxes have anything to do with military affairs? No? Then I want nothing to do with them,” he declared.

      They pouted at him, but gave up. Why they cared was beyond him.

      Eventually, the ambush came up.

      “We were attacked on the way here,” Anna said.

      Alice stared at her, then Nathan. “By…?”

      “We don’t know,” he said, giving Anna a look.

      Anna rolled her eyes. “An assassin from Falmir.”

      Fuck.

      Alice went white.

      A moment later, Anna realized her mistake. “Oh, uh—”

      “What?” Alice gasped. “But—”

      “It was a false flag attack, intended to frame the Nationalists,” Nathan said, trying to salvage the situation. “The Imperial Spymaster knew it was happening, but only intervened afterward. The entire situation is steeped in intrigue and is something we shouldn’t be discussing here.”

      He glared at Anna, then waved an arm to gesture to the walls.

      Calming down some, Alice nodded. “That… seems very possible. And I agree.” She shook herself, then asked Nathan something different, “The knights said Tharban was here earlier.”

      “He was,” Nathan said.

      “And?”

      “And he acted like Tharban, then left.”

      Sen barked with laughter. “You mean he tried everything possible to provoke you, then got pissy when you didn’t fight back. I wish I had some way to record his face when he tried to knock you down.”

      “That was fantastic,” Sunstorm said, to nods.

      Alice pouted. “So I missed you showing up your father?”

      “It wasn’t that impressive. He said a lot of rather awful crap,” Nathan admitted. “I’ll probably take notes next time I want to start a fight.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t respond to the last one. I think even Leopold would have gotten mad,” Anna said. “Kuda told me you had a good poker face, but now I’m definitely never playing you.”

      Given Anna refused to play him in most board and card games anyway, that wasn’t much of a change. She hated losing, and Nathan had spent many boring years on the front whiling away the days playing games.

      These days, he mostly played with Seraph and Narime in games from Kurai. He had yet to master the game they called shogi.

      After they discussed some additional matters, it was time to retire for the afternoon. Anna needed to organize meetings and read documents for the Diet sittings. Alice appeared to be doing half the job of the Emperor already. And the rest of his Champions could do with some time to settle in.

      “So, who stays here tonight?” Sen asked, staring at Nathan.

      Alice tilted her head. “Oh, of course you’re keeping a Champion with you. My apologies. I’ll prepare a separate bedroom for them.”

      Everybody stared at her. Alice’s face slowly reddened, and she looked down.

      “Oh, right,” she muttered.

      “Yeah, there’s not a chance in hell I’m missing a chance to keep Nathan to myself. The calendar’s way too full these days,” Sen said flatly. “Plus, no Fei means I won’t be rudely woken up in the morning by a catgirl demanding a shower and for her tail and hair to be combed.”

      Sunstorm’s and Narime’s eyes widened. It appears they hadn’t realized what it meant to not have Fei around.

      “Wow. She’s that bad?” Anna asked.

      “How have you missed her behavior?” Narime said in disbelief.

      “I’m an early riser.”

      The Champions decided on the order of who stayed with Nathan through chance—they tried to guess a number that Anna wrote down.

      Naturally, Narime won because she cheated. Sen and Sunstorm came second and third respectively.

      How badly would they assault Narime once they learned that the fox’s magic allowed her to read the writing on the paper?

      Fyre, for one, seemed suspicious of the fox. She gave Narime an odd look, as if unsure if she should speak up. But she didn’t, and they all left.

      After they separated, a guard led Nathan to his room. He learned it was next door to Alice’s room. Sadly, there wasn’t a door connecting them and the wards between each room prevented teleportation or other shenanigans.

      Nathan stepped inside his bedroom and admired the palatial size. A small house could fit inside the room.

      Then he froze.

      A black door stood in the corner.

      Kadria had somehow followed him here. Even in the middle of a sanctuary of Omria, the Messenger’s presence made itself known.

      Another part of Nathan’s faith cracked, as he realized just how weak the goddess’s presence was. Perhaps the power in the palace really was just a binding stone. Maybe an ancient Bastion had ground up a binding stone and used it in the building material.

      Because if this palace really was a sanctified place of Omria, Kadria shouldn’t be here.

      “What’s wrong? Your expression turned foul for a moment,” Narime asked as they sat on the bed.

      “Maybe I’m just tired,” he said.

      He slumped back on the bed with a soft thump. Narime’s tails hovered over his face. Her hands crept onto his stomach and chest, and quickly began to undo his uniform.

      “Well, there is a solution to that,” she said with a giggle. “But I do want to check on you. Facing down Tharban like that must have been hard. He’s still your father. I can’t imagine how it must have made you feel.”

      She probably couldn’t. Mystic foxes typically don’t know their parents, as they were raised communally.

      After everything Nathan had cocked up today, he at least remembered that Narime hadn’t told him that yet.

      “Maybe. But Tharban’s a monster. It’s easy not to think of him as my father,” he said.

      “You still have one. You have a chance to know him. That’s more than…” she trailed off with a sigh. “Foxes don’t know their parents. I’m also one of the rare foxes without a twin or triplet. If you have a chance, will you try to reconcile with Tharban? Like you did with Torneus?”

      Nathan stared at her in disbelief. “You’re joking right?”

      “Is he that bad?”

      “You heard him right? And saw him? He’s wearing actual beastkin tails around his neck. Torneus had the right idea, even if we ended up as enemies and he lost his way at some point. But Tharban is… It doesn’t matter what his sob story is—if he even has one—because you can’t justify that sort of evil,” Nathan said.

      “It’s not heresy,” Narime said.

      “I’d argue it’s worse.”

      She stared at him.

      That anger from earlier bubbled within Nathan. It bothered him, but he didn’t think it was his or what drove him to dislike Tharban so much.

      He wasn’t really Nathan Straub, after all. When Kadria brought him to this world, he had overwritten the personality of the original Nathan. In mind and spirit, he remained Nathan Martel. He even looked like his old self, for the most part.

      Nathan hadn’t really been disowned or made to feel inferior by Tharban. Those implanted memories weren’t really his.

      That was why he so dispassionately dismissed the brute. Nathan cared about Nurevia, but Tharban was nothing more a political enemy who needed to be crushed before he brought down the Empire. Letting him get inside Nathan’s head was a mistake.

      “I think we might need to talk about these secrets of yours sooner rather than later,” Narime muttered. Then she smiled at him as she straddled his waist. “But I’m glad that you don’t appear conflicted. I want you to talk to me when you do, Nathan. I’m more than your Champion or lover, Nathan. There is so much we can share with each other.”

      Then, as if to illustrate her point, Narime’s fingers slipped into his pants and gripped his hardening cock.

      “And I think there’s something in here I’d like you to share right now.” She giggled as she slipped her panties off.

      Her fingers tickled his very tip as she pumped his shaft. Every motion delicate and loaded with pleasure as she played his cock like an instrument. He groaned, feeling the heat of her hand through his length.

      “We only just got here,” he said, pretending to resist. “I’m not even fully on the bed.”

      That much was true. He was hanging off the edge of the bed as she crouched over him.

      But she merely smirked as her fingers brought him up to full mast. She pulled one of his hands to her pussy.

      “All the more reason to break the bed in,” Narime cooed. “And we’re both very happy to do so. See?”

      She held his hand up, which was sticky with her juices. He pulled his fingers apart, and translucent strands dripped from them onto his palm.

      Her lips captured his in a kiss as she leaned into him. Huge silver tails closed around them, enclosing him in a fluffy prison that tickled his arms, neck, and head.

      Pulling away, Narime looked down at him with a smile and eyes filled with expectation. She pressed herself against the tip of his cock and let out a soft sigh.

      “Shall you, or shall I?” she asked.

      “It’s your turn, I think,” Nathan said. “Pretty sure I ruined you last time.”

      She pouted. “I wasn’t ruined.”

      “You don’t even remember Sen interrupting us.”

      “That’s… Fine. But that’s different. You just got a little intense,” Narime said. “You’re so much more experienced at this than me. I can’t take it when you pound me while stroking my tails.”

      “Uh huh. So, how about you insert it?” he suggested.

      She continued pouting, but gave in.

      His cock slid inside her, until Narime sheathed the whole thing inside herself.

      “Fuck,” she said. “I’m still not used to the size.”

      “It gets—”

      “Don’t you dare suggest making it smaller,” she said. “I’m already annoyed that you shrunk it once.”

      Slowly, Narime started moving. At first, she ground herself against him, her juices building in a slick pool on his crotch and stomach. Then she started bouncing, which did beautiful things to her tits and fox ears.

      Her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she slammed her hips into his in a long, smooth motion. Soft, happy moans escaped her lips. His cock popped in and out, pressing tightly against her insides and growing more and more covered with their mixed fluids.

      “More,” she half-moaned, half-screamed.

      Narime picked up the pace, and Nathan responded as she squealed with pleasure. She bounced on his cock as he reshaped her insides with his length using rapid pumps. Thrust after thrust brought them both closer to climax.

      “Inside!” she moaned, gripping Nathan tightly as she collapsed against him.

      Her legs grew taut. Her insides contracted around him, trying to milk him. Cute fox ears twitched in his vision as she moaned sweetly.

      He kept pumping into her, pushing himself to climax as fast as possible. Narime kept squealing with each thrust. Her warmth and wetness wrapped around his cock and her sweet arousal wafted through his nose.

      Then he filled her. Her back arched, and all of her tails stuck up in the air at once. They quivered, as if dancing with pleasure. He made her entire body shudder with each shot he put in her, until she melted against him.

      The door opened.

      “Nathan, I wanted to ask about earlier—” Alice said as she walked in.

      The room froze. Nathan regretted not locking the door.

      Alice’s eyes fixed on his cock, which was firmly planted in Narime. As if taunting the princess, Narime raised her hips and he popped out. A flood of white seed drooled out of Narime as she moaned, and it poured all over his cock.

      “Wow,” Alice said, face so red that Nathan worried she was about to pass out.

      A moment later, she stopped staring at him and left the room.

      Narime moaned, then grinned at Nathan. “Maybe we should invite her?”

      “Were you always this horny?” he asked, glaring at her.

      “Only after meeting you. So you have only yourself to blame.” She cuddled him. “We should probably clean up and see what Alice wants to talk about.”
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      After he and Narime quickly cleaned up—and he admonished the fox with a heavy ruffling of her tails and ears—they let Alice in. She refused to meet Nathan’s eyes for over a minute as he prepared some coffee using the room’s built-in kitchen.

      Nathan and Narime protected the room with wards. Despite Maylis’s power, he doubted she could get through his ascended magic. Even in his world, it had been rare to use it.

      Then, after he gave Alice some coffee, she hurled a question at him.

      “Is Charlotte involved with Falmir’s scheming?”

      Alice’s question threw Nathan for a loop, and he scratched his head as he searched for a smart answer.

      “What makes you think—” he tried to say.

      “Nathan, I’m not stupid. I thought we had established that?” Alice snapped.

      “Then let me finish,” he said, raising his hands.

      With a click of her tongue, Alice calmed down. She and Narime sat in plush velvet chairs around a long mahogany table. The top of the table was covered in engraved glass, with the emblems of the Emperor and the Anfang Empire visible. The legs of the table and chairs had decorative wings cut into them.

      Alice ran a finger along the table as Nathan took a seat. “I thought that all the glass engravings contained images of Omria,” she said idly.

      Nathan shrugged. He had never been here, although it was normal for images of Omria to be found almost everywhere. His fortresses had a lot of furnishings like that, although he kept them away from his office and other central locations.

      “Why do you think Charlotte has anything to do with Falmir’s plot?” Nathan said. “The assassin is related to a Bastion who has little association with the royal family.”

      Narime’s eyebrows shot up.

      “A Bastion was involved?” Alice spluttered. “How do you—” She paused. “Nevermind. I already know you have some connection with Falmir. And I suspect Charlotte’s involved for that same reason. The two of you were avoiding each other and acting weirdly all winter. I’ve never seen her like that before.”

      Nathan froze.

      Ignoring his reaction, Narime swirled her tea while looking at Alice. Her tails unfurled over the back of her chair, suggesting she was relaxing. The opulence of the room suited this pair. They blended into their surroundings. Their posture, their clothes, and even their mannerisms suited the room.

      “So you noticed as well,” Narime said with a raised eyebrow.

      “It’s difficult not to notice all the weird things Nathan does,” Alice said. “I don’t understand why nobody else points them out.”

      “Because it’s in their interest not to,” the fox said with a knowing smile. “Think about who is sponsoring Nathan, and what his achievements mean for them.”

      “What about Tharban? And the Nationalists?”

      “They’ve been kept far away. They don’t know enough to question Nathan without appearing insincere, and it’s politically disadvantageous to them to attack his military achievements,” Narime continued. “Whatever they say about the new nobles and the beastkin, Nathan expanded the Empire’s borders and fought off a Messenger. Questioning that is a bad look.”

      Alice nodded slowly. “Then my next question is: what happens if Nathan ceases to be useful?”

      A grim smile rose on Narime’s face. “That’s a good question, even if it’s a difficult one to consider given your relationship with the Emperor and Leopold.”

      “I’m beginning to realize that they’ve been scheming something all along,” Alice said. She sighed after finishing her cup of coffee. “Given the current situation, I can’t keep bumbling along within their web. Even Leopold has admitted I’m involved in everything now. I’m no longer the secret of the Imperial Family.”

      “True.” Narime nodded. “I don’t know the answer to your question. If you want to be more than a princess flitting about on the periphery, you should find that answer yourself. We don’t know the Emperor as well as you do.”

      The smile on Alice’s face turned bittersweet.

      Neither woman had noticed that Nathan remained frozen in place, ignoring both of them.

      His mind raced at Alice’s earlier words.

      Charlotte had been acting weirdly? She had been avoiding him?

      “Nathan, what’s wrong? You fell silent after…” Narime paused, then placed a finger against her lips. “After Alice said something about Princess Charlotte. You still haven’t said anything about that.”

      They stared at him.

      “Charlotte shouldn’t know anything about me,” Nathan said, voice low. “So why was she acting strangely?”

      “Shouldn’t?” Alice scowled. “I thought you were connected to her or Falmir in some way?”

      He was, but Falmir didn’t know that.

      “This has to do with your secrets, doesn’t it, Nathan?” Narime asked.

      “It does, and this isn’t the place to talk about them,” he said, with a pointed look at the door.

      The risk of Maylis being able to penetrate his wards was too high to risk.

      But Nathan wanted to burst through that black door in the corner and shake Kadria until she explained what was going on with Charlotte. She definitely knew something.

      The situation made no sense.

      “Then when? And where?” Narime pressed.

      Nathan’s lips thinned. “The weekend before the Diet session finishes. Anna mentioned there is a break for all the colleges, as it’s when the Emperor is holding his summer ball.”

      “Technically, I’m holding it,” Alice said bitterly. “Grandpa has been too busy to organize it.”

      Given how much work Alice seemed to be doing, Nathan doubted that the Emperor’s workload had anything to do with it. Something was awry in the palace, and Alice refused to tell him what.

      Perhaps he’d find out in the coming days.

      “We’ll organize to go somewhere and erect powerful wards. Given we’re being watched, it’s necessary, but that way I can tell all of you at once,” Nathan declared.

      Then he raised an eyebrow. “What was that earlier about the Emperor’s schemes?”

      Both women filled him in on the part of the conversation he had missed while he worried about Charlotte.

      “I agree,” Nathan said.

      “With what?” Alice said. She nearly grabbed her gorgeous long hair in frustration, and Nathan felt the urge to stop her from damaging it.

      “With you. You said you can’t keep bumbling along in their web. So stop. You’re being given more power and influence here, and I doubt that’s a coincidence. We should use it. Almost nobody knows who you are, other than an Imperial princess. If you don’t change that, then nothing else matters,” he said.

      “How do I change it?” she asked, looking him in the eyes.

      For a moment, Nathan felt lost. This wasn’t his wheelhouse. He nearly deferred to Anna, then stopped himself.

      Alice had asked him for help.

      “The same way you did at the negotiations with the Federation. Swing your position and authority around. Everyone wants to meet a princess,” he said. “If they decide they don’t like you, then you can use your title as a shield and send them away. When you need to meet someone who is resisting you, you can force your way in the same way.”

      “You like that metaphor, don’t you?” Alice smiled despite her words. “Alright, I’ll try that. Paperwork is draining, but I can natter away at nobles all day long. And forcing my way into places I’m not welcome is my specialty.”

      Her eyes glittered. Nathan remembered how he had met her. She had barged into planning for negotiations with the Federation and bullied everyone with her position until they gave up.

      Yes, he supposed Alice knew what she was doing.

      Encouraged, Alice left.

      Despite his desire to interrogate Kadria, Nathan waited. Narime would notice his disappearance—probably, given Kadria’s magic often prevented that. More to the point, he didn’t want Maylis to notice, if she was monitoring him.

      The following days went by slowly. Most of Nathan’s time was spent familiarizing himself with his surroundings, introducing himself to various officials and nobles, and organizing meetings. Anna and Alice busied themselves with politics, and Narime remained with them at all times, providing political and strategic advice.

      His Champions rotated through his bedroom. At some point, he realized that he had picked up a rotating guard as well. Although the royal guards kept themselves hidden under their armor, it wasn’t perfect. Especially given the shape of tails was very visible if they wagged beneath their uniforms.

      Nathan wondered if the beastkin wanted to guard him, or if they’d been assigned to him because they were beastkin. He doubted it mattered much to them, given their excitement.

      The Diet session hadn’t started yet, but Nathan was amazed at how busy the palace was. Falmir had operated on a much less devolved system, instead being far more hierarchical from the king downward. The Anfang Empire was closer to a series of fiefdoms that came together to argue with each other, while the Emperor tried to maintain control.

      The system worked because each noble had independent power and rights. They ruled their own lands, voted on measures in the Diet, influenced the archdukes, and—rarely—voted on the next Emperor.

      The Diet couldn’t sit all year round. The nobles had work to do at home. Like how Anna needed to run her duchy, most nobles had similar responsibilities. At least, in theory. Nathan suspected many of the nobles he met did little actual ruling. Tharban certainly didn’t, even if he threw his title around.

      Right now, those nobles trooped into Aleich to prepare for this season’s session of the Diet. While committees, councils, and smaller matters were handled afterward, the goal of the next few weeks was to discuss and vote on as much of the Empire’s agenda as possible.

      Or, in practice, argue endlessly and horse trade to get minor advantages. Either way, preparation was necessary.

      “Let me see if I remember Anna’s explanation,” Sen said as they sat in the opulent reception of a mage’s office.

      Nathan and Sen sat in a pair of oddly shaped steel chairs. If he turned around, he’d see massive diamond-shaped glass windows with steel plates between them. Through them was a view of Aleich, and the palace itself.

      This room belonged to one of the leading researchers of the Empire. Nathan had requested a meeting with him and, surprisingly, been led to this room immediately.

      Once inside, he found it devoid of other people. Only the ticking of a wall-mounted steel pendulum clock kept them company. The room’s architecture lacked the typical adornments of Omria’s image, but that was normal for mages. They weren’t religious types.

      Which is why Sen peppered him with questions and constant commentary, as she was bored to tears.

      “There are three colleges of nobles,” she said. “The Princes College, the Lords College, and the Cities College.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Anna’s in all three?”

      “Technically, yes.” Nathan smiled.

      Sen scowled. “How? And why?”

      “I take it you want the short version?”

      The look he received was cutting.

      “Let’s ignore the Cities College, as it doesn’t affect most of the Diet. It holds special votes, specific to cities. Real power is held in the Princes and Lords Colleges,” he explained, although he looked around for a drink. If he was going to be talking a lot, he wanted something for his throat.

      Sen obliged by pilfering some water from a very odd-looking water cooler. Presumably Ifrit recognized it, given it looked like a piece of modern art.

      “Okay.” Sen nodded. “So why does Anna still sit in the Lords College when she’s not a countess anymore?”

      “Although Anna’s a duchess, her family retains its county within her own lands,” he said. “That will fall to her brother, but he’s currently involved in the war with Trafaumh. The Nationalists are using him as a political hostage. Until he’s appointed as the Count of Gharrick, Anna still holds that title, even though she’s also the duchess. It’s quite silly, and has been a source of tension.”

      “Tension? But she’s not responsible,” Sen protested.

      “Welcome to politics. The people who create problems for you then blame you for them. It’s why I leave this stuff to Narime, Anna, and Alice.” He shook his head with a grimace. “The Nationalists are trying to undermine Anna, and the fact she’s in all three colleges hurts her. Having more votes actually makes her appear too powerful.”

      “What about the last one? That’s because she’s a duchess now, right? She’s part of the big dick club and gets to slap all the lesser nobles in the face with it?” Sen said with a laugh.

      “I get the feeling you didn’t come up with that yourself.” He gave her a look, hiding a smile.

      She shrugged. “Seraph came up with it. She said that the archdukes had the biggest dicks, which is why they were so upset after the Emperor appointed all these new dukes. It made them feel inadequate.”

      Surprisingly apt, if crude. Very Seraph.

      “Pretty much. The Princes College holds the real power in the Empire. They can overrule the Emperor on military matters and foreign affairs. If the Diet disagrees with them, their only option is to combine both the Princes and Lords Colleges in a single sitting. Theoretically, this allows the counts to limit the power of the archdukes. They attempted this during winter when the Emperor tried to stall the war with Trafaumh,” he explained.

      “Indeed,” a new voice said. It held an elderly rasp, but remained sharp.

      A man roughly the same age as Leopold stepped into the room. He wore an elegant set of mage’s robes in bright blue and silver. Jewelry hung off his hands, neck, and fingers—all imbued with magic, probably. His dark eyes narrowed at Nathan even as he smiled. A pair of golden half-moon glasses sat on his tanned face.

      “A few months ago, the Emperor tried and failed to stop a war through the Diet. He lacked the political power to overwhelm the Nationalists,” the newcomer said, striding toward them. “Now, he’s signed a ceasefire and the Diet can do nothing to stop him. All because of what you’ve done. You have turned the Empire on its head, Bastion Nathan.”

      The man held out a hand as Nathan and Sen rose to their feet.

      “Grand Imperial Sorcerer Harrum Auerswald,” the man said. “Plus many other titles, but please call me Harrum while we’re in here.”

      “Bastion Nathan, but you already knew that,” Nathan said as he shook Harrum’s hand. “This is Sen, one of my Champions.”

      “Yet no gem.” Harrum stared at Sen for several seconds.

      A presence touched Nathan lightly. So lightly that only long experience around talented mages let him realize what was happening. Sen merely stared at Harrum with a quizzical smile.

      Harrum was using his magic to determine what Sen was, but he was a lot more subtle about it than Nathan was when using magic.

      “A possessed,” Harrum said after several moments. “And a very powerful one. May I ask what type of spirit?”

      Nathan raised an eyebrow at Sen, who nodded at him after several long seconds.

      “An ifrit,” he said.

      A low whistle escaped Harrum. “Impressive. I had assumed a fire spirit was involved, but one of the djinn…” Harrum removed his glasses, and wiped them. “Yes, I do believe it was the right decision to meet with you. Let’s step into my office, shall we?”

      Unlike the reception, Harrum’s office was stark. An L-shaped ebony desk filled one corner of the room. Papers and crystals were stacked high on it. The only other furniture present was a few chairs.

      Nathan and Sen pulled them up to the desk, and Harrum took a seat himself.

      “I am told that you have a proposal,” the mage said, eying Nathan. “Ordinarily, the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge advises against our involvement with Bastions. You are a soldier. We are researchers. Our intentions run at cross-purposes more often than not. But you have accomplished too much, too quickly, that even a fool would realize you are different from the dullards that so often wear that uniform.”

      A long-winded way of saying that mages dislike working for the Army, but that Harrum felt different about Nathan.

      “I think there’s a lot we can both learn from the binding stones,” Nathan said.

      Harrum’s eyebrows shot up. He drummed his fingers on his desk.

      Nathan didn’t feel any wards spring up, which made sense. Mage towers held raw power comparable to binding stones—when cascades struck, they remained some of the few places where magic wasn’t disrupted. Spying on someone in a mage tower was unwise, as the inhabitants might strike back.

      “You are aware of your oath,” Harrum said.

      “I feel there’s a lot we can collaborate on without violating it. There’s a difference between the secrets of binding stones and Omria, and the way portals and energy flows work,” Nathan said. “And it’s not like mages haven’t studied them before, even if you don’t publish the work.”

      “Ah, so that’s your interest.” Harrum stroked his chin. “Why?”

      “Because we just faced the largest cascade in centuries, and the only thing that prevented it from being worse was the fact we were at war with the Federation,” Nathan said bluntly. “We need a better warning system. Preferably one that doesn’t shut down during a cascade.”

      Harrum gave a long, slow nod. Then another one, after he chewed on Nathan’s words.

      “This would be a significant step for us. While I am interested, I must gain permission from the Lodge. What does Lady Nair think?” the mage asked.

      “Given I’m training her to become a Bastion, I doubt she has any problems with it,” Nathan said drily.

      “Ah.” Harrum smirked. “I do hope the Lodge can be convinced. If you weren’t the political powerhouse that you were, I’d refuse you outright, but things are different now. Which is why I’ll be blunt: what is your price? The Lodge will demand this to be a true collaboration, but you have secrets that will make us the greatest mages in the world if this pans out.”

      Nathan steepled his fingers and leaned forward. “Gems. Gems and magical catalysts. I don’t need weapons, or battlemages, or anything else that might disturb the Lodge’s anti-war ethics. But the Lodge supplies Champion gems to the Imperial Army, and I lack those.”

      Harrum blinked. After a few seconds, he stuck out his hand again.

      Nathan shook it, and a partnership was formed.

      “To a bright future, Lord Nathan,” Harrum said with a smile.

      “Indeed,” Nathan said, returning the smile.

      He didn’t miss the change in title. Bastions were the equivalent of knights—he was only Sir Nathan at best. But titles and honorifics implied respect.

      More importantly, Nathan had finally secured one of his long-term objectives since arriving in this world.

      He was finally beginning research into the magic and knowledge of his own world, that had been lost when he came here. Maybe it would take years to redevelop it, but Nathan had the power and influence to try.

      His next test was whether he had power and influence over the Diet itself.
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      “Nathan! It’s been too long,” Ciana chirped, waving her arm in the air as he approached her in the grand hall.

      She looked almost unchanged since he last saw her. Her black and silver uniform hugged her modest figure, and she glowed beautifully as she beamed at Nathan. A single iridescent horn stuck out from her forehead, parting her platinum-blonde hair. Her horse’s tail swayed in time with the motion of her arm.

      Ciana had been one of Nathan’s closest Champions in his world. He had recruited her after the fall of the Anfang Empire, and she had fought by his side for over a decade.

      Right until the very end. She had protected him with her last breath, even as Kadria brought the castle crashing down on them.

      He cast off the gloomy memory of Ciana’s death. The Ciana in front of him smiled at him, and that was all that mattered.

      “I take it Leopold has kept you busy,” Nathan said.

      Ciana rolled her eyes and huffed. “I’m at the end of my training. Everything is theoretical, or just drilling with the royal guards. I’m not a spellblade, so I can only go so far without…”

      Licking her lips, she gave Nathan an upturned look that melted his heart. He had never seen Ciana look this cute before.

      “Nathan… You have lots of portals to protect, right?” Ciana crooned as she stepped close to him.

      He should have expected this.

      Beside him, Sen and Sunstorm threw each other knowing grins.

      “I do,” he said cautiously.

      “That means you need Champions, right? And we know each other?” Ciana chirped, forgetting that she was trying to be seductive. She bounced on the spot, eyes wide. “You’ve taught me so much in our letters. I know it’s dangerous, but I’m ready.”

      Nathan almost asked her about Leopold, but thought better of it.

      The time had passed when he needed the old man’s permission for things.

      Instead, he asked, “Is that your decision, then? To become a Champion instead of a Bastion?”

      Ciana froze.

      “You do remember our discussion, don’t you? You never asked about it again in our letters, but I assumed it was on your mind,” Nathan prodded.

      She winced. “It has been. Leopold has been—”

      “I’m asking you, not Leopold,” Nathan said sharply.

      Several guards looked at him in interest, attracted by the sudden change in tempo. Ciana looked down.

      The hall was no place to discuss this, he realized. But his true destination was the throne room. The Diet had finally started sitting, and the time to tackle political matters had arrived.

      “Walk with us,” Nathan said, gesturing to a hallway.

      Ciana fell into step beside him, although she hunched her shoulders at the looks she received from Sen and Sunstorm. The pair of Champions remained behind him.

      Instead of heading directly into the throne room, Nathan took a detour through one of the interior gardens. A huge stained glass skylight cast a hazy image of Omria over the entire chamber. Her wings illuminated the walls, giving the appearance that she surrounded the occupants in her embrace.

      Nathan cast a protective ward around them, so nobody could eavesdrop. Ciana gave him an odd look.

      “I’m not a sorceress, but that didn’t feel like any magic I’m familiar with,” she said, her horse ears flattening against her head.

      “Consider it to be Bastion magic,” he said.

      “I’ve never felt Leopold use it, either. Or Maylis,” she said primly, narrowing her eyes at him.

      “Consider it to be Bastion Nathan magic,” he corrected.

      All three women smirked.

      “You know that once you become a Champion, there’s no going back,” he said. It was a statement, not a question.

      Ciana closed her eyes and looked up at the window above her. A long silence followed. They stood around her and gave her the time to formulate words.

      “I’ve spent most of the last year watching Leopold,” she said eventually. “I hated him when he refused to let me come with him to Gharrick Pass. And you…” She choked up, but refused to look at Nathan. “You didn’t even bring it up. You answered my questions in letters, but ignored anything I said about the war. Then…”

      He waited, silent and listening.

      “Leopold came back,” she said, whisper quiet. “But not as the joyful, charming old man who helped raise and protect me. But as a man who could barely get out of bed, who worried constantly about everything, and pressed me to make a decision. I saw the cost of being a Bastion. To me, the choice had always been between being a warrior or a commander. But…”

      “Command comes with a lot more responsibility,” Nathan said. “Sometimes, that also means you pay the price.”

      “He’s aged more in the past year than he has in the last decade,” she said. “Mae’s with him more than ever. I don’t really know what path I want to go down, but that pain…”

      Ciana looked at Nathan. Something glistened in her eyes, and it wasn’t the unbidden tears.

      Despite himself, he reached out and wiped her eyes. She sobbed.

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled.

      “I know.”

      “Heh.” She giggled. “Isn’t this the part where you sweep me up into a hug and tell me that it will be alright?”

      “If you become a Champion, I can’t always do that.”

      “Technically, it will sometimes be your job to do that to Nathan,” Sen chirped.

      Nathan glared at her, and she winked at him.

      “I did say I’d bonk you if you are overthinking things. Stop being such a downer,” she said, her eyes piercing into his.

      There was no way for Sen to know what Nathan truly thought about Ciana. But she clearly knew the source of his hesitancy.

      “Ciana,” he said.

      “Yes?”

      “If you want to become my Champion, then you are welcome,” he said.

      She snapped upright, eyes widening as she beamed at him. Joy exploded on her face, and her ears and tail wagged in time.

      “But,” he added, causing her to freeze, “you need to tell Leopold your choice.”

      “Oh, is that it?” Ciana said, tilting her head. “He already knows.”

      “Really?” Nathan asked, incredulous.

      “Mmm. I figured you’d go into the throne room and ask him about me. This is…” Ciana blushed. “This is nice. I can see why the two of you like him so much.” Ciana looked at Sen and Sunstorm with a soft smile, and they nodded in return. “Leopold cares about me, but sometimes I don’t know if he really wants me to make my own choice. You do.”

      Scratching his head, Nathan wondered if Ciana had played him. For some reason, this reminded him a little of Fei.

      Never in a thousand years had Nathan thought he would compare Ciana and Fei. But here he was.

      That thought caused him to narrow his eyes. Ciana was far smarter than Fei.

      “I’m still going to make you tell Leopold,” Nathan said.

      Ciana cursed. “Really?”

      Of course. Ciana was far younger than the version Nathan knew, and more mischievous. She might still have the same decisiveness and intelligence, but he shouldn’t underestimate her.

      After dragging her to the throne room and listening to Ciana stumble over her explanation to a smirking Leopold, Nathan acquired his latest Champion.

      “I assume you’ll formally enhance her later,” Leopold said as he ruffled Ciana’s hair and ears, ignoring her whines of protest. “I also have three diamonds that I set aside for her long ago. Something that has proven especially fortuitous, given the current situation.”

      Ciana pouted after Leopold finally stopped. “Was that necessary?”

      “Allow this old man a final farewell to his apprentice,” Leopold said with a smile.

      She blinked at him, mouthing “final” in confusion.

      The Emperor sat on his throne, stroking his neatly trimmed gray beard with amusement. Next to him stood Maylis, who was an intimidatingly tall female Bastion with dark skin. A middle-aged cat beastkin also hovered next to him, and her strong feelings for the Emperor were plain to all.

      Surrounding all of them were a few royal knights and a few Champions.

      Nathan played dumb as he said, “I take it diamonds are the best fit for Ciana?”

      “She has an excellent aptitude for them, given her wilfulness. While the gem has a bad reputation as a jack-of-all trades, it excels in the hands of those who are equally masterful at everything.” Leopold’s pride in Ciana exuded from his words.

      Even if Nathan wanted to choose a different path for Ciana, it would be hard to do so.

      He looked at Ciana. “Do you agree?”

      “Um, I get to choose?” Ciana blinked.

      “Not all Bastions allow it, but I understand Nathan gave young Jafeila the choice.” Leopold’s eyes twinkled. “Perhaps you should consider it an honor. You are only the second of his Champions to have the choice.”

      “The second…” she trailed off, then scowled. “Aren’t I his fifth Champion?”

      “Sixth, if I count,” Sen chirped.

      “Thanks,” Ciana mumbled.

      Now it was Leopold’s turn to give Nathan an odd look, but nothing was said to explain it. Nathan doubted the look had anything to do with Sen.

      “Um,” Ciana began to say.

      Everybody looked at her and she froze, shrinking in on herself. After a deep breath, she steadied herself and faced Nathan.

      “Do I need to choose now?” she asked shakily. “I haven’t really thought about my gems much. Before today, the most difficult decision I’ve had to make is…” She paused. “Well, it’s this one, actually, given I made it a long time ago. But otherwise, it’s just meaningless stuff. Who to train with, whether to speak up in a meeting. The gem I receive is life-changing.”

      “There’s plenty of time. You’ll need to acclimate to your enhancement before I give you a gem,” Nathan explained. “That’ll take at least a few weeks, maybe even months.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “I’ll send the diamonds with Nathan,” Leopold said. “That way you’ll have them on hand, whatever choice is made. Although I understand you’ve made a rather interesting deal that might help matters?”

      Nathan grimaced. So word had already gotten around about his deal with the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge.

      “I won’t refuse three high-quality diamonds,” he said flatly.

      With a chuckle, Leopold said, “I figured not. Onto other matters, I suppose.”

      “Um, should I leave?” Ciana said, looking at the Emperor with wide eyes.

      Waving his hand, the elderly regent dismissed her concerns. “Leopold trusts you, and you will become Nathan’s Champion. I have enough to worry about without distrusting those loyal to me.”

      With those words, the tone of the meeting shifted. Ciana joined Sen and Sunstorm behind Nathan, although she looked uncertain as she stood at attention. Both Nathan and Leopold stood in front of the Emperor, who rested his chin on one arm.

      “Is Her Imperial Highness not joining us, Your Majesty?” Nathan asked, increasing the formality of his speech now that the meeting with the Emperor had officially started.

      For Nathan, this was his first meeting with Emperor Gorthal. He had only greeted the Emperor in passing in his implanted memories. In his original timeline, the fall of the Empire had taken place well before Nathan had a chance to meet either the Emperor or Alice.

      That made it difficult to determine how formal he needed to be. Leopold was an old friend and drinking buddy of the Emperor, but still referred to him by title and honorific even in private conversations. Was that at request, or because Leopold preferred being formal?

      “Alice is finalizing plans with Hans for tomorrow’s session,” the Emperor said. “And do not worry about titles in private. Leo is a stickler for them, but not everybody needs to pick up his bad habits.”

      “Why thank you, Gorthy,” Leopold said drily.

      The glare that the Emperor shot at Leopold could have killed him. Literally, given how easily emperors can have people executed. The beastkin next to the Emperor blushed and looked to one side.

      “Alice should join us shortly. As should Anna,” Leopold said, continuing the dropped topic.

      “Before they arrive, there are a few simple matters to take care of,” the Emperor said.

      The elderly regent straightened in his throne. Then he stretched his arms out wide and gave Nathan a broad smile.

      “Nathan, it is good to finally meet you,” the Emperor said. “We’ve only spoken in passing before, when you filled in for your father at the Diet. All I’ve heard about you is positive, and what you’ve done is nothing short of legendary. It is a shame that we never sat down for a good chat before this. Imagine the difference it may have made.”

      Leopold shot the Emperor a look, while Maylis remained impassive.

      “I’d said things have worked out despite that,” Leopold said wryly.

      “Hah, yes.” A chuckle rose from the Emperor. “Despite the mess that happened between you and your father, I do believe you were fated by the goddess to become a Bastion, Nathan. You have a mix of talents that is rare. Political savvy, strategic and tactical knowledge, a calm head, sorcerous ability, and discretion. The latter is definitely one I’ve valued from Leopold during my time as Emperor.”

      “Really? And not my friendship?” Leopold said. He shook his head. “I guess that means I’m not invited to drinks tonight?”

      The Emperor rolled his eyes. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have complimented you on your discretion.”

      Nathan remained silent as the two old men bickered. The situation was unfamiliar to him.

      In Falmir, he had never become close to the king. He had always been a Bastion—a simple defender of the realm. In the end, that had helped doom Falmir and the royal family. He and Gareth had been kept out of their affairs, and the rebels had easily ousted the royal family given the opportunity.

      He rarely let the thought linger for long, but he couldn’t help think it now. Wasn’t that the fault of Charlotte and Falmir’s royals as much as it was his own? Faced with the joviality of Emperor Gorthal and the friendliness of Alice, he found his past relationship with Charlotte somewhat hollow.

      “Well, the past is the past,” the Emperor said, causing Nathan to jump. “We can only take the world as we see it. Getting bogged down in my mistakes has always been a sin of mine. But Leopold has been there each and every time to help me move through them. Even now, he’s helping me with this current mess.” His smile turned bitter. “But you, Nathan…”

      “Yes, Your Majesty?” Nathan said.

      The Emperor waved a hand angrily. “What did I say about titles?”

      “I can tell that you’re Alice’s grandfather,” Nathan said drily.

      A deep, booming laugh escaped the Emperor. It rapidly transformed into a rasping cough, and he gripped his chest. Maylis and the beastkin bent over him in a panic, but he waved them off.

      “I’m old,” he said. “Can’t even laugh without my lungs trying to explode.”

      “Gorthal,” Leopold said, frowning.

      “I’m fine.” The Emperor continued to wave off concern. “See? Back to normal. But I’m glad that you see me in her. Sometimes I worry.” Sighing, he continued, “Well, nevermind. There’s much to be discussed. But we should find the time to talk, Nathan.”

      The next half-hour was spent discussing larger political issues. Nathan briefed them on his current recruiting activities. They discussed the rising discontent in the Empire about the new territory. At some point, they even covered the financial situation, although Nathan struggled to keep up.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Alice said as she stepped inside with Anna and Narime. “Grandpa really wanted to be sure of our votes tomorrow.”

      “So do I,” the Emperor said, smiling at Alice.

      “Then ask him yourself,” she shot back. “How much did I miss?”

      She looked between the three men with a questioning look. Behind her, Anna took up a position beside Nathan and Narime joined the line of Champions.

      “Nothing too important,” Nathan said.

      “Indeed,” the Emperor said. “Now that we’re all here, we can discuss the most important matters. First, the Nationalists have pushed for a joint sitting of both colleges. They failed to convince the new Federation dukes to resume war against Trafaumh.”

      Narime coughed. Then Anna coughed and mumbled something to Nathan. He rolled his eyes as everybody looked at them.

      “Do we have a name for the new duchies, Your Majesty?” Nathan said. Now that everybody was present, he sincerely doubted “no titles” was in effect.

      “Hmm. Good point.” The Emperor stroked his beard again. “Perhaps we should call them the Amica Duchies?”

      “That will antagonize the Nationalists, given it will sound like an extra archduchy,” Leopold warned.

      “That’s the point,” the Emperor replied drily. “They need to realize that the Empire has expanded. What did they think would happen when we conquered new territory? That it would just sit there with nobody ruling it?”

      “I imagine they thought they’d rule it,” Nathan said.

      A mixture of grimaces and wry smiles rose on everyone’s faces.

      “To continue, the Amica dukes oppose war. The Lords College hasn’t voted on the peace terms yet. There’ll be a showdown tomorrow, when both colleges come together,” the Emperor said. “Hence, Alice, I have to confirm that we will win.”

      “We will,” she said.

      What followed was a detailed rundown of votes that Nathan didn’t even try to follow. The Diet’s voting system was complex, particularly as every noble had only one vote. Alice talked about which counts would abstain, which Nationalists had defected, who had been bribed, who was being intimidated into voting or not voting—Nathan understood the words, but the sheer amount of people involved was oppressive to him.

      He supposed it was similar to commanding an army. Where he kept officers in line, Alice wrangled nobles.

      Except Nathan’s officers were a touch more reliable and loyal. These nobles were unelected, and as such could do whatever they liked for the most part. A number of the votes came from bribes or promises such as not passing certain laws.

      “This may be a stupid question,” Nathan said when a lull arose. “But I get the impression that a lot of the proposals in the Diet are fake.”

      Alice and the Emperor smirked.

      “Oh, what makes you think that?” Alice asked, her smile indistinguishable from a cat’s.

      “Because you’re talking about giving up on half of them in order to convince nobles to vote for peace,” Nathan said. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you basically threatening them with… proposals in the Diet if they don’t support you?”

      “Yes,” Leopold said flatly. “That’s why our fiscal and military situation is so tight. While we need to raise more from the nobles, we’re letting them off in exchange for support for peace.”

      Something clicked in Nathan’s mind.

      “But I’m still recruiting without any real issues,” he said slowly.

      “You have a beastkin enclave, and a rather significant advantage,” Leopold said.

      “Indeed,” the Emperor said. “And that brings us to our next point, now that we’ve established that peace with Trafaumh is inevitable. Your agreement with the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge. This is in accordance with your oath to the goddess, yes?”

      “It is,” Nathan said, feeling he wasn’t lying.

      If he was only helping them develop technology that existed in his world, how could it be a violation of his oath?

      “Then it’s fine,” the Emperor said.

      They discussed more matters. Hours passed. The knights brought in chairs, and Nathan noticed that they carefully investigated each piece of furniture as it was brought in. Maylis’s overwhelming presence reached into the room as she personally inspected the chairs.

      Why she didn’t make some herself was beyond Nathan.

      “I’m not you,” she said aloud, as if reading his mind. Her accent was thick and clearly belonged to Trafaumh.

      Everybody froze.

      “The chairs,” Maylis said, waving a hand at them. “I don’t craft.”

      Nathan scratched the back of his head as Leopold smirked at him.

      “Your talent at creating opulent castles has been spoken of widely,” Leopold said. “Ambassador Sureev brought it up when he came here recently.”

      Ah, Sureev. The dark elf ambassador from the Aurelian Spires.

      “He did? And what was he in Aleich for? I assumed he’d be busy,” Nathan said.

      “He wants me to oversee Torneus’s trial,” the Emperor said gruffly. “The Council is ruffled. He didn’t say as much—he never tells you anything so clearly, so much as implies it with his honeyed words—but something is awry in the Spires.”

      “You’re not going, however,” Alice said.

      It sounded as if this discussion was a repeat.

      “No. But I feel you should, Nathan,” the Emperor said, pointing a wrinkled finger at him. “You know Torneus. You understand what caused the cascade. Astra herself approves of you. I need you to find out what is going on in the Spires. The last thing we need is for one of the oldest nations on Doumahr to collapse.”

      Nathan agreed, on many levels.

      “Do you want me to contact them?” he said.

      “If you’re happy with the assignment, I’ll inform Sureev. Given he approached you himself before, I suspect he will do so again when the Spires are ready for you,” the Emperor said. He sighed. “For now, let us worry about the Nationalists.”

      The meeting broke up. Nathan noticed that the Emperor remained seated, and that Alice remained behind with Leopold.

      But he didn’t poke his nose where it didn’t belong. Something about Alice’s expression made him think their discussion wasn’t related to politics.

      Instead, he left with Anna and his Champions. There was someone else he was curious about.

      “Anna, where’s Fyre?” he asked.

      Ciana tilted her head. “Fyre?”

      “Your competition,” Sen said. “Another horsegirl, and she idolizes Nathan even more than you do.”

      “I don’t—” Ciana rolled her eyes. “She’s from the Federation, right? We’re different.”

      “Uh huh. You both have blonde hair, horse ears and tail, and are hot. And are hot for Nathan. I’d say it’s a race, and she’s definitely keen.” Sen elbowed the unicorn in the ribs.

      Ciana turned cherry red and refused to look at Nathan or anyone else.

      “She asked to be given the day off,” Anna said. “Said she wanted to meet with some beastkin here.”

      “Fyre knows beastkin in Aleich?” Nathan said in disbelief.

      Anna shrugged.

      Surprisingly, it was Ciana who spoke up. “Um, you’re talking about a blonde horse beastkin who likes you, right? I think I know where she might be.”

      The fact that such a simple description allowed Ciana to identify Fyre concerned Nathan.

      She led them outside the palace grounds, which required them to take carriages for security reasons. Eventually, they arrived at a large church dedicated to Omria only a few blocks away. Despite how close it was to the palace, the buildings looked far cheaper. Many more beastkin walked the streets and there were more normal handcarts and wagons than horseless ones.

      “In here,” Ciana said.

      The sign outside concerned Nathan. This was clearly a church for beastkin, but the day’s session indicated anyone was welcome.

      When they stepped inside, nobody greeted them. The pews were almost full. Several varieties of beastkin ears poked up from the crowd, all attentively listening to the speaker. Many had hands clasped in prayer. More than a few humans filled out the crowd.

      Statues and stained glass images of Omria lined the walls of the church, but it was simply furnished otherwise. The stone architecture lacked any trim, and the cracks showed in many corners. The building showed its age.

      A wolf beastkin in an Imperial Army uniform spoke from the speaker’s podium. She didn’t wear Nathan’s crest.

      Her words spoke of how she had fought against Trafaumh. Of Omria’s guidance. Lots of filler about the goddess. In general, it was a speech about how her life was better because of Omria, and because the Empire had given her a pile of money to fight Trafaumh. She now had the funds to do something outside her village.

      Given how many beastkin nodded, Nathan wondered how many of them shared her story. The pay for Imperial soldiers was far greater than beastkin made from farming. And most beastkin were farmers, or hunters, or some other rural job that barely subsisted off the land after taxes.

      The wolf beastkin left the stage, and a catgirl took her place. She wore the robes of a priestess of Omria.

      “Um, our next speaker today is—” she began to say, but the crowd began to chatter and Nathan missed it.

      He blinked. “Is this normal?”

      Ciana smiled uncertainly. “For us, yes. I’ve been to human sermons and everybody is so quiet, and only the priest talks. But for us, worship is communal. We share our stories and wisdom. We don’t have campfires and villages to gather around, so we come to a church at some time in the week to… talk about it.”

      That was different. Fei never went to the chapel, and he’d never intruded on the religious behavior of his beastkin in his world or this one, so this was new to him. Maybe he should have paid more attention in the past.

      Then his attention was caught by the next speaker as she walked up on stage. She was a golden-haired horse beastkin with red eyes, wearing an Imperial Army uniform, and she openly wore Nathan’s crest on her arm.

      Fyre smiled brightly at the crowd, almost certainly aware that Nathan stood at the back.

      “I’d like to tell you all about what it’s been like as a beastkin in the Federation, especially now that we’ve been liberated. And I’d also like you to know who is responsible, because I think we all know how important it is that we remain free,” she said.

      The chapel fell silent. Every eye fixed on her, and every beast ear pricked upward, as Fyre began her fiery speech.
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      Listening to Fyre’s speech proved uncomfortable for Nathan. She retold the events of his invasion of the Federation through a very different lens. One entirely focused on the beastkin, and that reinterpreted his actions in almost messianic ways.

      Nathan held in his grimace when she brought up the beastkin slaves he led out of Tartus. In reality, he took them because he had no reason to refuse them, and he was worried about a brutal slave uprising.

      To Fyre, his actions were symbolic. He rode into Tartus without a battle, captured Torneus without a fight, and led a procession of beastkin slaves out of the city. Weeks later, the Federation fell without a fight and all beastkin were freed.

      The audience listened intently, enraptured by Fyre. She was a natural at this. Her passion shined through, as did her religious fervor, and she showed a level of eloquence far beyond anything Nathan had seen from her before.

      Her speech shifted into the current situation, and how life was improving under the Empire due to the Emperor, Anna, and Nathan. He looked around at the listeners.

      A grim expression crept onto his face. Slowly, he began to understand something that he had thought he understood, but had never really comprehended.

      It was late afternoon. Many of those here had finished work for the day, or were preparing for an evening shift. Their clothes and uniforms spoke volumes about their jobs. The wolfgirl from earlier was far from the only soldier from the Imperial Army present. Guard uniforms, soldiers from private nobles, mercenaries, smiths, laborers, burly warehouse workers—the list of physical professions went on.

      Some of the women differed, but not as many as Nathan might have thought.

      Nathan preferred beastkin knights and soldiers due to their inherent physical advantage over humans. He was far from the only person who knew this, given the sheer amount of them serving in the royal guard and knights. When it came to raw physical labor, a beastkin had a massive advantage over humans.

      A wolf beastkin could carry things that would need a dozen men. Even the dullest merchant knew the competitive advantage that could give them.

      In Falmir, beastkin had never integrated into society to any great degree. They had remained slaves until the last few years, when the sheer volume of refugees had made the practice too dangerous for the nobles to continue. But too little time had passed for society to change.

      Emperor Gorthal had ruled for nearly forty years, after his father’s death caused him to be elected over his elder brother. One of his earliest actions had been to ban beastkin slavery in the Empire. That one action had wound its way through the Empire. Most beastkin in this church had never lived under slavery, even if their parents had.

      “I don’t say this to scare you, or anger you, or turn you on others,” Fyre said as she finished a section about the Nationalists and their threat to beastkin. “But we must remember who it is that supports and helps us. The Watcher Omria looks over all of us, does she not? If we are all protected by her light, why do some say otherwise?”

      Ah, shit. Nathan knew where this was going. He’d heard the same argument before, in another world.

      In Arcadia, the elves and beastkin had used similar arguments against the faeries who ruled them with a gold-plated fist. The resulting civil war had torn the republic apart at the worst time. The Federation and Arcadia had collapsed at almost the same time, resulting in a mass evacuation west, and a grand defense along the Gharrick Mountains and the Spires.

      A cold pit formed in Nathan’s stomach as he remembered the cause of Arcadia’s turmoil and the aftermath.

      Who was Fyre?

      Reaching out to check on her with his magic senses would cause trouble. For that matter, he already had confirmed she was an ordinary beastkin Champion when they first met. She couldn’t be a Messenger. He could even use ascended magic now, so it wasn’t as though she could hide from him.

      He calmed down, but made a mental note to ask Kadria about the horse beastkin when he had the chance.

      “We are all Omria’s children,” Fyre declared. “There are those that defend us. Emperor Gorthal, Bastions Leopold and Nathan, Archduke von Milgar, Duchess von Clair—the list is many. But I want you to remember how I started my story. Things are better now, but not everybody follows Omria’s teachings.”

      Fyre bowed her head, finishing her speech.

      The church erupted into a cacophony of chatter, applause, jeers, and cheering. Nathan didn’t have a clue who supported or opposed her. Nobody rose to their feet or threw anything. Then again, they hadn’t interrupted her, so even if they disagreed, they had done so politely.

      Then again, Fyre had waited until the end to accuse the Nationalists of being heretics. What a firebrand.

      The priestess ran up to the podium and asked repeatedly for people to restrain themselves to talking. That amused Nathan.

      “Ah, so you can talk as much as you like, but no clapping, cheering, whistling, or insults,” he said.

      “You say that, but you’re talking,” Sen said.

      Ciana scowled at him. “Is it really that strange?”

      He winced and raised his hands to ask for peace. “I don’t mean it like that. But it is oddly specific.”

      “It’s about respect for the speaker. Although… usually speakers don’t accuse people of heresy,” Ciana said, mumbling at the end. “Um, that’s Fyre?” Her eyes narrowed at Nathan.

      “I am Fyre, yes,” the horsegirl said, appearing as if summoned.

      Ciana jumped, then turned around and glared at the new arrival.

      Now that they stood next to each other, their similarities and differences were only more apparent to Nathan. Fyre had a few inches on Ciana, and her hair was a deeper blonde, rather than Ciana’s platinum. Only Ciana had the unicorn horn. Their eyes were opposing colors: Ciana’s blue, and Fyre’s red.

      But both had blonde horse ears and tails, and were of similar frames and general appearance. Once Ciana wore a Champion’s uniform, they’d be difficult to tell apart at a hundred yards.

      “You’re thinking that we look similar.” Ciana pouted at him, her face reddening.

      An odd smile rose on Fyre’s face, but it was uneasy. Her eyes wavered as she looked at Nathan, and he saw a question in them.

      “This is Ciana, isn’t it, my—” Fyre cut herself off, then looked around.

      More than a few people stared at them, their eyes locking onto the Imperial Army uniforms and Nathan’s Bastion emblem.

      “Let’s head somewhere else,” Nathan suggested.

      He didn’t want to be mobbed. Not after that speech. He wasn’t anyone’s messiah.

      They found a nearby restaurant. Given the time of day, the only customer was an old man who sat at the bar, chatting with the owners. He had wolf ears. The owners and the staff were beastkin as well.

      Nathan did his best not to feel uncomfortable. Ciana had led them into a part of Aleich occupied heavily by beastkin. While humans wandered past outside, they were vastly outnumbered by people with animal ears, horns, and tails.

      Despite that, the staff rushed out with menus, glassware, and cutlery. Anna told them to bring out whatever specialties they had, plus coffee for everyone.

      “I get the feeling you’re used to this,” he told her, after the beastkin hurried away.

      “Part of my duty as countess involved visiting the various towns and villages. That means sitting down for a drink or a simple meal in whatever they have available. Refusing would be deeply insulting. Whatever feelings they truly had for me, they did their best to make me feel welcome. The least I can do is be polite and kind.” Anna’s smile turned brittle. “I do miss that part of the job.”

      Nathan winced. “I take it you’re too busy to travel much?”

      “I travel quite a bit, but there are more towns in my duchy than there were villages in my old county.” Anna laughed. “And the reactions are very different, now. People expect to see counts and barons around. A duchess is one step removed from royalty. The last time I went inside a tavern, half the town turned up to stare at me.”

      “We’re fortunate that we haven’t been noticed, then,” Sen said.

      “Oh, we’ve definitely been noticed. The difference is that people are interested in Nathan, not Anna.” Narime stared at Fyre, who merely smiled in response, then changed the subject.

      “As I was saying earlier, my lord. Is this Ciana? I’ve heard a lot about her. She really does look quite like me,” Fyre chirped.

      Both horsegirls sat opposite each other. Nathan didn’t need to imagine the tension between them.

      “One of you is a unicorn,” Nathan said, trying to defuse the issue. “And you’re both very different in the ways that count.”

      “She’s going to become your Champion?” Fyre asked. Her voice wavered.

      “I am,” Ciana said.

      Fyre’s red eyes stared at Ciana for several long seconds. Nathan expected them to turn back to him, but they never did. Her expression never changed, but he worried about what was going on in her head.

      Nathan hoped he wouldn’t regret his next words. He didn’t trust Fyre, but she knew enough to be dangerous. On top of that, she held extensive influence in the beastkin.

      Above all else, she was loyal. If Nathan made Fyre his Champion, he could investigate her emotions during the transfer process and double-check if she was deceiving him.

      “And you’re also becoming my Champion, Fyre,” Nathan said.

      Before anyone could react, the staff brought out plates of fried fish, curried beef, and bowls of thick tomato soup. A whole hunk of decorative smoked cheese was set to the side, along with a knife and jam.

      Fyre waited patiently for the staff to retreat.

      Then she squealed in excitement. Nathan felt that his eardrums were about to burst.

      Sen reached over to hug the horsegirl first. The excitement quickly became contagious, and overwhelmed the earlier jealousy and tension. More food was brought out along with wine, and Nathan suspected the owners were very happy with the bill they’d give Anna at the end.

      In the midst of it, Nathan found Ciana and ruffled her hair.

      She looked up at him in confusion.

      “You’re fine?” he asked her.

      She rolled her eyes, and chose to lean against him, pressing the side of her head against his chest. “I have the horn, she doesn’t. In the end, I’m just glad that you chose me at all, Nathan.”

      “You never needed to worry about that, Ciana. You’ll make an excellent Champion,” he said.

      Later that night, he found himself called to Alice’s bedroom. She and Anna sat at a small table, drinking a white wine. Nathan refused the offer of a glass.

      “Suit yourself,” Anna said. “More for me.”

      “Remember that there is a vote tomorrow morning,” he told her.

      “You’re my lover, Nathan, not my father.”

      He shuddered. “I told you never to make a joke like that again.”

      Anna tilted her head. “Oh, you did. I forgot. Guess I’ll have to rethink my idea for dirty talk in the bedroom then.”

      Alice stared at them in a mixture of horror and jealousy.

      Nathan moved the topic along. “It sounded like the vote is decided.”

      “As decided as it can be. Tomorrow will be a big day, in many ways. I’ve been absurdly busy. I wish I had more time for you.” Alice sighed. “But I’m going to be busier afterward. Grandpa loved my proposal to reach out to other nobles as the princess. I don’t think Uncle Leopold did, but he didn’t object.”

      “Alice, I adore you, but I think you need to admit that the Emperor wants you to replace him,” Anna said flatly.

      Alice and Nathan grimaced, and looked at each other.

      “I know,” Alice said. “If you’ve also realized it, then I guess I need to ask if you support me. Do you?”

      “Yes,” both Anna and Nathan said without hesitation.

      Alice’s breath hitched. She placed her wine glass on the table, then folded her hands in her lap.

      “That means a lot,” she said. “Just to check, this isn’t because there’s no alternative? You—”

      “Alice, do you want to become empress?” Nathan asked. “That’s the real question. Nothing else matters. Tharban isn’t going to fuck off. Right now, the only thing that matters is that we support you. But you need to be the one to take the step. I imagine you don’t trip over and fall into being an empress.”

      “Well, I was practically born into this, so is it any different?” Alice mumbled.

      “Alice.”

      “Yes, I do,” she snapped. “I just… This isn’t how I wanted it. Can’t everything stay as it is? I could enjoy my years with you… the two of you, I mean. Grandpa leads the Empire through all of this nonsense. You become a fantastic Bastion. I don’t need power if I have all of you.”

      Nathan wondered if he had asked himself that same question in the past. If his old world had remained stuck in time, with the demons outside Falmir, and Nathan enjoying a life of exile with his beloved Champions in the north, would he have been happy?

      Did the answer to that question matter anymore?

      “I definitely empathize,” Anna said. “But these are the cards we’ve been dealt. I nearly tried to curl up and refuse to walk forward. Nathan picked me back up, and while some days I want to throw him down several flights of stairs for doing so, he was right.”

      “Several?” Nathan repeated.

      “Well, you’re pretty tough. I imagine it would take a while to actually hurt you.”

      Alice giggled. Then Anna joined in. Soon, both women leaned against the table as they laughed. The joke hadn’t been that funny, but things might have felt a little grim for them lately.

      “Thank you,” Alice said. “It will be hard, however.”

      “I can only imagine,” Nathan said. “And I mean that. I don’t know how the emperor is elected beyond the basic idea that the Diet votes.”

      Alice stared at him in disbelief, but Anna nodded in agreement.

      “Really?’ Alice said.

      “Milgar had to explain it to me,” Anna said defensively. “The last election was over a decade before I was born.”

      Alice grumbled. “It’s fairly simple, but there are lots of bureaucratic complexities.”

      “Of course. Would we be in the Empire if there weren’t?”

      She glared at him. He waited for her to continue.

      “The Emperor needs to call an election first, or be… incapacitated. Throwing him out requires almost every noble to agree. It’s practically impossible,” Alice explained. “Afterward, nobles submit themselves to the Diet for consideration. We then remove anyone in service to the Empire like active Bastions, commoners, or those in the line of succession to an archduchy.”

      “So a random knight could apply?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes, but no.” Alice smiled. “The Diet has never accepted anyone less than a count, or someone from the family of a count.”

      He nodded, and then gestured for her to continue.

      “Next, the Princes College votes on candidates. They control the Empire, so they choose who to reject with a majority vote. Finally, the entire Diet sits. This is… complicated. Not every noble has the right to vote on the emperor. Some can even vote twice. Fixing this would require not just altering the constitution, but grants of titles and lands from millennia ago.”

      “It’s impossible, in other words,” Nathan said.

      “Yes. Altering the constitution already requires almost every noble to agree, the approval of the Emperor, and every college to agree. Only changes blessed by Omria herself have succeeded,” Alice said.

      “So the constitution is effectively backed by the goddess. No wonder people don’t want to change it,” Nathan said. “Isn’t that bad?”

      “Very. But the Nationalists are deeply unpopular in many corners. If the only alternative is to bend the rules a little, we might be able to sneak through. And if civil war breaks out…” Alice grimaced. “Well, changing the constitution becomes a lot easier when all the nobles you disagree with are dead or unable to enter the palace.”

      On that dark topic, they ended the night. Nathan prevented both women from drinking too much.

      Upon returning to his bedroom, he found it occupied by two very enthusiastic Champions. Sen and Sunstorm took turns, as they often did.

      They were unapologetic in the morning.

      “It’s not even late,” Sen said. “Loo, it’s a little after seven. What time is the big event?”

      “Ten. I think I need to be there early,” Nathan said as he stepped into the bathroom with both of them. They were still naked from last night.

      He rubbed at his stubble, realizing he needed to shave it off before appearing in front of the entire Diet. Stepping into the shower, he fiddled with the taps until the water was just right.

      “The bathrooms here are massive,” Sen mused, placing their new clothes in a basket in the corner for later. “I can’t imagine how long it takes to clean them.”

      Then she turned around and stared at Sunstorm, who had kneeled down in front of Nathan.

      “But I can imagine how long it takes to clean Nathan. Really, Choe, you couldn’t wait?” Sen said with a smirk, watching as her fellow Champion polished his cock with her mouth. “I guess we have a couple of hours. Why not have some more fun?”

      His shower stopped being about cleaning, and more about being cleaned out, as Sen and Sunstorm slurped and suckled at his length in front of him. They giggled and moaned as their fun turned serious, and he fucked them into the bed together.

      Fortunately, at least one of them kept track of time. They did manage to clean up, and he even shaved.

      “9:45,” Nathan said as he ducked out of his bedroom.

      “Princess Alice said to meet her in the throne room,” one of the royal guards said. “She came by earlier.”

      Nathan froze. Shit. The door had been locked, but Alice definitely knew what he had been doing.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      For whatever reason, Sen remained behind and spoke with that same guard. Sunstorm raised an eyebrow at her when she caught up.

      “She wanted to know if we really fucked all night and morning,” Sen said.

      “You’re joking, right?” Nathan asked. “What did she actually want to know?”

      Both Champions smirked at him.

      “That wasn’t a joke?” He groaned.

      “One asked me about how big you were the other day,” Sunstorm said. “I think you have fans.”

      He already knew that. Did the beastkin at Gharrick Pass act the same way?

      Was that why Fei acted so catty around them?

      He found Alice, and she led him into the grand hall with little more than a smile and a raised eyebrow at his Champions.

      To his surprise, he stood on the lowest level of the hall, beside Alice and the Emperor. Leopold and Maylis flanked the Emperor on the opposite side.

      Normally, rooms appeared larger when empty. The opposite applied to the grand hall. Nathan thought it appeared massive when empty, but when full of people, it genuinely intimidated him. A hall that could contain the entire population of a large town held a power all its own.

      Today, it was packed from wall to ceiling with people and looked larger and grander than ever. Cordons and magical barriers separated the nobles from guests on every level. Royal knights stood watch on every level to protect everyone. Everywhere Nathan looked, he saw someone of importance. Nobles flooded all three levels of the grand hall, clustering toward the balconies so they could watch and participate in the proceedings.

      Only the archdukes and dukes had any space to themselves. Nathan spotted Anna with Archduke von Milgar on the top level. Narime and Fyre stood with them, alongside a pair of duogem Champions that protected Milgar.

      Tharban stood with Nurevia and a cluster of Nationalist nobles on the upper level. They had managed to sneak onto the same level as the archdukes. Supposedly that didn’t happen normally, but there must be too many people here today.

      Even the ground floor was filled with people. Royal knights lined the central walkway, and the tails of the beastkin were more obvious than ever as they stood up on end. No nobles stood on this level. Instead, the public had been allowed to crowd in.

      Barons, knights, sorcerers, merchants—anybody of a status high enough to pass muster and have a pass to enter the palace grounds was allowed in today. Given the number of facilities in the palace, literally tens of thousands of people had access.

      Nathan felt that most of those people stood here today. They piled out the front doors of the palace, like an unending tide of human flesh.

      Maylis had set up some sort of external speaker system in case this happened. It was used for the Emperor’s annual address, but there had been anticipation that today’s vote would draw attention.

      The largest war in recent history was about to end. And it was doing so against the will of one of the most powerful factions of nobles.

      Despite the spectacle, the day proceeded as expected.

      Endless speeches, lots of posturing, sound, and fury from the Nationalists. Nathan did his best to appear alert, given far too many eyes were on him. It helped that Sunstorm prodded him any time he began to grow bored.

      The most notable unexpected event was that the Emperor only spoke briefly. He handed over much of his responsibility to Alice, who in turn pushed peace and reconciliation hard. Nathan got a mention due to his efforts in bringing peace to the Federation and that the Empire remained the mightiest nation on Doumahr.

      Naturally, Tharban and a long train of Nationalists gave a similar screed about why peace with Trafaumh was a mistake. About how the Empire should push farther, and reclaim the lost territory of the Empire using its military might. Lots of religious rhetoric.

      Nathan wondered if Tharban and Fyre learned from the same scriptwriter, although Fyre tarred her opponents with heresy while Tharban tried to create zealots from his supporters.

      It didn’t escape Nathan that this war had started over religious affairs. The Empire had started this war over the Pearlescent Canyon—the place where Omria descended to Doumahr. The peace terms gave the Empire ownership of the canyon, so long as Trafaumh were allowed to continue their religious rites and services there without interruption. By all accounts, a political victory, but it wasn’t enough given Nathan had conquered a nation.

      Notably, the archdukes remained silent. Anna spoke briefly, after Tharban attacked her refusal to send military aid. Her brother continued to serve in the war, after all, along with soldiers from her former county. She reminded everyone that the war with the Federation had been settled without intervention from the Imperial Army, save for Nathan himself.

      The fact that the Nationalist-supporting archdukes said nothing spoke volumes. They held the true power in the Empire. Nathan was terrible at politics, but he knew that was significant. Tharban was an attack dog, but he wasn’t being publicly supported.

      The vote came and went. The archdukes all abstained. The peace treaty passed with well over half the vote.

      A hush fell over the grand hall.

      In Falmir or the Spires, this would be when the royal knights started slamming their weapons into the ground and chanting about the greatness of the nobility or some such nonsense. That didn’t happen. The knights remained on edge, ready for anyone to try to attack a noble, the Emperor, or possibly Alice.

      The Emperor raised his hands. “The Diet has spoken. I will acknowledge the will of the Empire. We are now at peace with the Order of Trafaumh. The war has ended.”

      Cheers erupted through the hall. Not from everybody, but from enough people. The nobles restrained themselves to enthusiastic applause. After Alice hugged Nathan, he knew that word of his involvement with the Imperial family would rip through the entire Empire.
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      The following days were far tamer. Nathan held many of the meetings he had organized while Alice and Anna attended the many votes in the Diet.

      He ended up drinking tea and coffee for hours on end some days. At first, many nobles had turned down his request to meet with them or had deflected to their respective archduke. In the days following the peace vote, those refusals swiftly changed into requests to personally meet with Nathan. Extravagant luncheons and degustations at some of the priciest restaurants were often offered.

      Part of Nathan was interested. In reality, he simply didn’t have the time to physically go to most of them. Narime deftly shifted her focus from Anna to him, and began to work with several officials under Milgar and Alice to prioritize the train of nobility seeking Nathan’s attention.

      His nights ran late, either because he was pulled into meetings with the Emperor or Milgar, or because Anna needed his advice on something military in nature. He did attend a couple of private events with some interested nobles, although only with Anna, and laid off the alcohol.

      “Leopold, don’t take this the wrong way, but this only cements my opinion of politics,” Nathan said one night, just before the final weekend.

      The two of them shared a drink in a parlor in the palace. Alice, the Emperor, Anna, and the others were discussing some major taxation vote on Monday, the final sitting day of the Diet. On Tuesday, all the nobles would set off home. Most of them would be horribly hungover as they sat in their carriages or used gateways to teleport across the Empire.

      “The Diet only sits once per season. Sometimes it even decides that winter is too cold, so most of the nobles don’t turn up. Or there’s a war on, so they can’t hold any important votes.” Leopold chuckled. “Sessions like this are rare. The last time I saw the palace that full was when I was young.”

      “Was that when Omria used to crown emperors?” Nathan joked.

      Leopold gave him an upturned look that suggested he wasn’t quite that old and didn’t appreciate the joke. Then he chuckled anyway.

      “One day, you’ll be in my place,” Leopold said.

      “I plan to do what you didn’t.”

      “Oh?”

      “Retire to a nice manor by the coast with a dozen beastkin maids who love me dearly,” Nathan said, repeating a line Leopold once used to chide him.

      “Only a dozen? If you think you can get away with so few, then maybe I should try to become friends with Tharban.” Leopold smirked as he took a big swig of his ale.

      “It’s not that bad,” Nathan said.

      “I spend a lot of time in the royal guard barracks. Ciana does as well,” Leopold said, making his reason for doing so evident. “That means I hear a lot of their… chatter.”

      “Urgh.” Nathan placed his head in his arms.

      “You are the topic of a lot of dirty talk and fantasies.” Leopold paused. “Perhaps more than I appreciate.”

      “Let’s change topics, before you become too fatherly,” Nathan said.

      The old man laughed. “I am very aware of Ciana’s interest in you. She is a unicorn, and they only accept men for two reasons: family, and mating.”

      That was news to Nathan. He straightened up. “Really?”

      “You didn’t know? Hmm.” Leopold clicked his tongue as he took a long swig.

      Silence fell. Nathan looked around them.

      The parlor was empty. Like all rooms in the palace, it was obscenely huge. A hundred people could drink in here comfortably. Nathan and Leopold sat in a corner, away from windows and doors. Both of them had good views of the rest of the room.

      They made a good pair. Paranoid Bastions who snuck away while others dealt with the nitty-gritty of the Empire.

      “About Fyre,” Nathan began to say.

      “Ah, yes. Her,” Leopold said, tone darkening. “She concerns me. Are you sure about her?”

      “What’s the saying that gets bandied about by Bastions? Something about how remaining ignorant only causes peril?” Nathan said.

      “There are a few of those sayings.” Leopold bit his lip, gaze distant. “I like the way the dark elves put it. If you know everything, you’ll never be in danger. If you don’t know your enemy, you can still survive or win. If you know nothing, you’re already dead.” He laughed. “Although they put it far better.”

      Nathan had heard that one before from Nurevia. It was the creed of hunters, the dark elf Champions who killed those who opposed the Spires.

      “So, you don’t trust her. Good. What about her?” Leopold asked.

      “Anna said you thought I already claimed her.”

      A grunt. “I did,” the old man said. “The records said as much.”

      “But her magical signature—”

      “Is neutral. No reading.”

      Nathan blinked. “I don’t follow.”

      Leopold’s glass clinked on the table as he lowered it. “Well, now. It’s nice to be able to teach you something for once. I’ve gotten a little too used to you knowing every Bastion trick of the trade.”

      “I thought you didn’t teach, only tested,” Nathan replied.

      “You’re far past the point of needing to be tested, Nathan. You proved that during the cascade. Those succubi twins were terrifyingly strong. I heard about what happened on your side. Amazing, terrifying magic took place—on both sides.” Leopold’s eyes pierced him.

      Nathan shuffled uncomfortably in his chair, but said nothing.

      “As for what we’re discussing, it’s simple. Fyre has been ignored by her Bastion for years. That’s why Terrius used her as a bodyguard, then gave her away. She refilled her gems from the binding stone. You’re doing the same, aren’t you?”

      “I am. She heads up to Castle Tartus whenever she needs to top up.”

      Leopold grunted. “A Bastion’s magical signature is like their scent. But if you don’t rub it on the Champion every so often, it wears off. Nobody has marked her recently. We use a similar trick for Champions working for the Spymaster.”

      The explanation made enough sense for Nathan, despite the strange analogy that made it sound like he was a beast that physically marked his Champions.

      At the same time, it was a convenient one for Fyre.

      Damn. Nathan hated the situation. He wanted a black and white answer for her, to ease his doubts. Reality wasn’t kind, however.

      He finished his drinks with Leopold and retired for the night.

      That brought him to the weekend, and a day he had been dreading. The Diet was on a short break, while the Emperor prepared his ball.

      It was time for Nathan to tell the others the truth.

      “Are you sure you want to leave Fyre behind?” Anna asked him as they rode in carriages to a noble’s park in the city.

      “She asked for the day off,” he defended. “And she did know we were going somewhere together.”

      “I think she wanted you to invite her,” Anna said primly.

      She looked at the others in the carriage. Ciana and Sen rode with them. Alice, Narime, and Sunstorm used a separate carriage. Whisking away Alice for a trip had been difficult, given the security situation. Only the Emperor’s personal intervention had allowed it to happen.

      “Is there something wrong with Fyre?” Sen asked.

      “The speech,” Ciana said flatly.

      Nathan winced. “That’s part of it. But, yes, although Fyre is becoming my Champion, I need to assess her further before I tell her the full story.”

      “I’m glad,” Ciana said with a small smile. Then she blushed. “Not that you mistrust her, but that you still value security. I…” she trailed off before she stumbled over her words.

      “You know, Nathan, why don’t you just screw them together?” Sen suggested. “It might solve their problems.”

      “I don’t have a problem,” Ciana muttered.

      “Sure you do. She had red eyes and looks like you.”

      Sen laughed as Ciana jumped at her, before Nathan broke up their fight.

      Eventually, they arrived at the park. They setup a small picnic under a large tree. Although it was a weekend, the park was largely empty. With the Diet in session, many stores had extended trading hours. Merchants and nobles worked hard to pull in extra money from the wealthy visitors.

      That suited Nathan just fine. He and Narime cast numerous wards around the picnic, in order to stop eavesdropping.

      Then, after they had eaten their lunch, he sat down in a circle of women he trusted.

      Seraph and Fei weren’t here, but he’d tell them the full story once he returned. He supposed Vera was also missing, but he didn’t want her to know until much later in her Bastion training. Letting her know some of these details might be downright dangerous right now.

      “So, Sen and Sunstorm know most of this, but there are some details they don’t fully understand,” Nathan admitted.

      Sen’s eyes shot open. “Wait, Nathan, are you—” she began to say, before clamming up.

      He stared at her, then scowled. “Ifrit told you?”

      A confused look. Then she turned bright red and said, “He knew? That asshole wasn’t just guessing? He fucking knew, and you’ve talked to him about it?”

      Shit. What a landmine.

      “Sen, calm down,” Nathan snapped.

      She froze in her rage. Everybody looked between her and Nathan in confusion.

      “Sorry,” she said. “It’s just… I kind of suspected a few things, but he just played the ‘it is not my place’ card. Knowing that you talked to him hurts.”

      “I needed some advice. Ancient spirits can help,” Nathan said drily.

      Sen’s eyes lit up. “Oh, so that’s when—” She clicked her tongue. “I had wondered why he made that stupid comment at the end. He wanted to distract me.”

      Moving on, Nathan redirected the conversation back to the topic at hand.

      “All of you know that I graduated from the academy, became a Bastion due to Leopold’s intervention, and then arrived at Gharrick Pass?” he said. “Then I rebuilt the ruined fortress, turned Fei and Sen into Champions, and uncovered the Federation’s plot to destabilize the leylines?”

      Nods all around.

      “As a result, I stopped the Federation’s invasion, and then expanded the Empire. Impressive stuff.” He gave himself a clap, while they stared at him in confusion.

      “Except, that’s not what should have happened,” he said, voice going cold. “Instead, the leylines are destabilized. Demons invade Gharrick en masse. The Federation invades almost simultaneously, overrunning the border while the Empire is at war with Trafaumh. Chaos ensues. A Messenger emerges from the portals and wipes out Aleich, and therefore the Empire, practically overnight. The remaining nations swoop in and defeat the Messenger, then carve up the Empire.”

      Every expression was different. Narime’s was shocked, but understanding. Anna and Alice appeared mostly confused, but fear gripped Alice. A joint understanding ran through Sen and Sunstorm, who knew this story, if not the ending. Ciana licked her lips, uncertainty running across her face.

      “You say that should have happened?”’ Ciana said. “Not that this is what would have happened if you weren’t here.”

      “Yes. Because I shouldn’t be here,” he said.

      Narime cursed in her native tongue. “Nathan, you’re not talking about seeing the future. You’re talking about something completely different.”

      “That’s right. If I lied, you’d know,” he said.

      Before he came here, he had considered lying about having amazing foresight. But he remembered Kadria’s lessons on how time worked. If Narime knew any of this—and she might—then she would be furious about his lie.

      “I would,” she said. “You may have somehow bested me in ascended magic, but I suspect I know more of the theory than you do. I was on the Guardian Council of Kurai. There are things about Messengers that I know, which few others even have an inkling of.”

      “Then I’ll be frank. I come from a time when the Empire collapsed. When the Federation’s plan succeeded too well, and triggered the end of the world.” He closed his eyes. “Each Messenger grew more powerful, and the portals stronger. I worked with you to protect the Federation, but it was too late to stop Torneus.”

      He paused. Froze, really. His memories recalled those days.

      Defending Forselle Valley from the horde of demons. Armies of refugees streaming through, until there were suddenly none and he realized what that meant. Trying to convince the dark elves to leave the Spires.

      Narime’s soft tails curled around him. Hands gripped him.

      “It’s fine, Nathan,” she said. “Take your time.”

      He shooed them away after a little while. But not before taking the chance to lean into their embrace. Their concerned eyes bothered him, but he pushed that feeling down.

      “In the end, only Falmir remained,” he said. “My homeland.”

      Alice and Anna stared at him.

      “What?” Anna blurted out.

      “Oh,” Alice said mildly. “So that’s… Is that why you and Charlotte…?”

      “She was the princess I worked under for my career as a Bastion, yes,” he said. “I never met you, due to…” He coughed. “But she told me about you and your friendship. I never became too involved in Falmir’s politics, given the sheer amount of fighting there was.”

      “What happened to her? Did the two of you…” Alice looked away.

      “Oh, no.” Nathan laughed. “She was a princess. I was a cursed Bastion, who survived the fall of countless nations. I don’t know what happened to her in the end. Falmir deposed the royal family, and she was exiled to some corner of the country. I manned one of the more dangerous border portals.”

      He shrugged.

      Narime’s eyes narrowed. “Nathan, what about us? Why are you here? You act like you know me—I’ve definitely noticed that, and this explains a lot—but it raises more questions.”

      He stared at her.

      Sen and Sunstorm leaned against him. Unlike the others, they hadn’t moved away from him.

      After several long seconds, Narime’s eyes widened. “Nathan…”

      “I’m here because there is nothing else, Narime,” he said. “But there’s something here. All of you are here. And I intend to ensure things remain that way.”

      Silence followed. Nathan wished that a wind blew, so that there would at least be the rustling of wind to break it. Nothing happened. The park was too distant from the buildings for noise to carry.

      “Um, I know this might be a little mean, but did we all die?” Anna asked, wincing when everybody looked at her.

      “Pretty sure, yeah,” Sen said. “I don’t actually remember what happened, but I have the emotions. Everything goes super intense near the end, then nothing. And, um, I have some feelings about certain people that definitely tell me what happened to them before the end.”

      “Should… should I ask?” Ciana said, eyes wide.

      “Please don’t,” Nathan said.

      She gulped, then looked down.

      “If you’re from Falmir, what about me?” Anna asked, her voice quiet. “I… I relied on you to defend the pass. Did Vera…” She trailed off at the look on Nathan’s face.

      “I never met the two of you before I arrived here,” Nathan said, looking at Anna and Alice. “That’s what it means for a Messenger to overrun a nation. They destroy everything almost overnight. I’m changing things here. The two of you are part of that, and I am very grateful for that.”

      Anna breathed a sigh of relief. “I was worried for a second there.”

      Narime stared at him. “So, Sen and Sunstorm know because they… are from the future?”

      “Close enough. It’s more that we have our old personalities,” Sen chirped. “I’m closer to a mix of my old self and the Sen from this timeline. Sunstorm is basically her old self.”

      “I guess it’s a personality thing,” Sunstorm said. “I remember Sen being softer. New Sen is nice, though.”

      “I’m glad you like the new, improved me,” Sen said with a wink.

      “What are you, Nathan? Because you remember everything,” Narime said. “Like I said, I know more of the theory than you. And it points toward a theory I don’t want to consider.”

      “I came here after I lost everything,” he said, staring Narime down. “I am both Nathan Straub, and Nathan Martel—that’s, uh, my original name.”

      “Cute,” Anna said.

      He rolled his eyes. Narime didn’t let up with her glare.

      “However I arrived here, I intend to prevent Messengers and demons from destroying Doumahr,” he said. “I promise you that, Narime.”

      “Even though you used a Messenger’s help to come here in the first place?” Narime asked, voice surprisingly calm given her accusation.

      Eyes bulged all around.

      “Fucking knew it,” Sen muttered.

      Others stared at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Goddess, have none of you listened to Nathan? Spatial, temporal, and mental manipulation is what Messengers are all about. And he started mastering that shit the moment he arrived. It was super obvious.”

      Nathan coughed, feeling self-conscious about his poor ability to keep his secrets from spreading.

      “And you don’t care?” Narime asked Sen.

      “No. I trust Nathan. I love him with everything I have,” she said. “He’s done more for me than anyone else in this world. When he says something, I believe him. He’s not perfect, but fuck, I’m not either. And didn’t you work for the guys who nearly ended the world? Torneus nearly screwed everything up. Humans seem just as capable of fucking the world to me.”

      Narime opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She sighed.

      “So, your secret is that you saw the end of Doumahr, and now you’re working with a Messenger to stop it from happening again?” Narime asked.

      “That’s the short version. I came back to the time when everything fell apart, which is where several of you were clustered. You kind of fell in my lap, saving me the trouble of hunting you down.” He winked at Narime, and she blushed, her tails curling around herself. “But there are a lot of Champions from my past. Many aren’t even Champions yet. They… probably won’t ever become one.”

      “Because the world isn’t ending?” Ciana asked.

      “Yes. The need for Champions and Bastions increased drastically due to the losses we took during every battle,” he explained. “Anyone who is a Champion today was a veteran within a few years. Things only got worse. A lot of the secrets I know and the magic I can use is because it was developed in response to disaster.”

      “The leyline disruption,” Ciana said, her eyes widening. “That’s why you knew about it!”

      “Yes. It was used as a weapon after the invasions started. Once the Empire fell, international relations worsened. Trafaumh and Falmir used increasingly devastating tactics against each other,” he said. “Other techniques were created out of desperation. I’m working with the Sorcerer’s Lodge to recreate some of what I know is possible.”

      “But… Nathan, who are we to you?” Alice asked him. “I trust you. Despite some of the elements of this story, your actions speak volumes about you and your conviction. But while you never met me, what about the others?”

      “Everyone is their own person,” Nathan said forcefully. “I already told Fei this. Whatever happened in my world, it’s…” He swallowed. “Those are my memories. You aren’t. You are real. I can touch you. And whatever decisions you make are your own. The Fei I know isn’t anything like the Jafeila from my world. Ciana is far more adorable.”

      He ruffled the unicorn’s hair, which she put up with. Her tail wagged in response.

      Those words calmed at least a few hearts, he believed. But one remained unsettled.

      “I’m not attacking you, Nathan. But are you convinced you made the right decision, after all of this?” Narime asked.

      Nathan looked around. He saw several beautiful women, most of whom he loved. None of their gazes held hatred or fear for him, despite what they’d heard.

      Then he remembered that cold, empty feeling from that one night.

      “Yes, I’m certain,” he said.

      “Good.” Narime smiled at him. “Conviction is important in any Bastion I serve, and especially in the man who made me his mate.”

      With that, they had a nice picnic. The Diet was nearly over, and it was time for Nathan to turn his mind to other matters at home. But first, he’d enjoy some time with the women he cared about the most.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

          Nurevia

        

      

    

    
      “She should be dead!” Tharban roared. “You had one fucking job, and you fucked it up, like your shitty little kingdom has fucked up everything in history.”

      The lanky sorcerer opposite Tharban barely even raised an eyebrow. He lazed on a stained sofa, wearing unmarked robes that gave him the sharp appearance of a sorcerer. His messy rust-brown hair clashed with his clothes, as did his shadow of stubble. Next to him stood a hooded and armored woman, whose face was shrouded in magical shadow.

      This man was Gareth Pike, a Bastion from the Kingdom of Falmir. The woman next to him was a duogem Champion who unnerved Nurevia.

      They were inside the basement of a brothel, in one of the larger merchant quarters of Aleich. This one was a Nationalist front, although the women were the real deal. Nurevia had heard them being used by the Nationalists here. She doubted they paid, and also doubted the women were human.

      “My job went about as well as everything else planned,” Gareth said with a wry smile. “How did your war pan out? Oh, that’s right. There isn’t a war anymore. What will your movement do now? What do you call yourself? Nationalists? Ha, what a name.”

      Tharban’s eyes turned into embers. Nurevia waited for the inevitable clash. The two of them had already brawled before the Diet, after the assassination attempt on Anna failed.

      But Tharban pulled himself back. He spat on the dirty floor.

      “Don’t talk about shit you don’t understand,” he said. “What happened to the second attempt? I told you about their fucking picnic. Hell, you even got word about the visit to that dumb church.”

      Gareth remained still for several long moments, before saying, “You didn’t tell me about the duogems he had.”

      “They’re not his. That shithead Leopold classified everything relating to my little shit. The duogems are loaners. Leopold’s bitches, still draining out from the old man’s visits.”

      Gareth rolled his eyes at Tharban’s words. “Let’s pretend that I believe you. Actually, let’s not. If those duogems aren’t Nathan’s, then they are the best actors ever. Not to mention that his magic is all over them.”

      Tharban flat out ignored Gareth.

      “So insecure.” Falmir’s Bastion chuckled. “That doesn’t change the fact you didn’t warn me. I didn’t move on the church because he had two duogems with him. And the picnic…” Gareth shook his head. “I’m a nobody. Some shitty little Bastion who got sent here because if I’m caught, it’s easy for Falmir to claim that I went rogue. That’s how little you matter. You got my crappy assistance. But Nathan—”

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” Tharban growled, taking a step forward.

      “Like you, I was at Kurai. I felt the Messenger,” Gareth said. “All of us did.”

      Tharban froze. “Those are rumors—”

      Gareth’s eyes flicked to Nurevia, then back to Tharban. “I’m not talking about the cascade. Unlike you, I’m a sorcerer. It’s the one thing I hold pride in. And let me tell you—Nathan knows things I would sell my soul to know.”

      Nurevia stared at him.

      Gareth was talking about Nathan, wasn’t he? The adorable little count who had dabbled with sorcery for years while running Tharban’s county? Where could he possibly learn that sort of thing? The academy didn’t teach it.

      Who had Nathan met after being disowned by Tharban? Nurevia found herself imagining amazing things about the year that Nathan had spent without her.

      By the time she came back to reality, the meeting had moved on.

      “You’re going back?” Tharban asked.

      “No reason for me to stay here. Those catgirl spies are sniffing around, and they have a massive hound I don’t want to mess with.” Gareth grimaced. “Your Spymaster is a mean one.”

      Tharban grunted. “Not that smart, though. He bought the bullshit and doesn’t think I was involved.”

      “Maybe that’s just what he wants you to think,” Gareth said with a smirk.

      He stood up and stretched. “Whatever the case, I’m gone. I have a bed at home that needs sleeping in and a portal to protect. This has been a colossal waste of time for everyone, save for learning that there’s some insanely talented people lurking on Doumahr.”

      Nurevia swore that Tharban was going to clobber Gareth for that remark. Or try, given Gareth knew how to fight. Despite looking like a twig, he was still a Bastion.

      Nothing happened. After Gareth and his Champion left, Tharban swept out of the basement and into a waiting carriage two blocks away. Nurevia went with him.

      They rode in silence for some time.

      “We’re leaving the city?” she asked in surprise. “What about the apartment?”

      “I’m a count. I have people to clean it and take our things back for us,” Tharban grunted out.

      He leaned his chin on one burly hand, glaring out the window at nothing. Like most carriages, it was enchanted to only allow people to see out.

      “Well, now that the war’s over, what do we do?” Nurevia asked, half-teasing, half-serious.

      A smirk crossed his face as he looked at her. Then it turned into a leer as he looked her up and down. His eyes latched onto her barely covered dark tits, then her crotch. Everything about his expression made it clear that he thought about her as nothing other than a piece of meat—sexualized meat.

      Normally, this would be the point where her body would heat up. She had always loved the way he treated her and looked at her.

      But she had lost the will to even feign interest now. She stared blankly back at Tharban until he grunted and looked away.

      “You didn’t believe his stupid shit, did you?” Tharban spat.

      “What?”

      “The end of war is good for us. If we’re up there fighting, we can’t be down here preparing to take the throne.” He rolled his eyes, as if that was obvious. “A bunch of soldiers have been up north, fighting, bleeding, and dying for years. In the end, the Emperor says that it doesn’t matter and brings them all back. They return home, only to find a bunch of foreigners overrunning the Diet and beastkin getting uppity.”

      Tharban laughed. “It’s perfect for us.”

      The carriage trundled out of the city. Slowly, Nurevia allowed the truth of what Tharban had said to sink in.

      “What about the Federation?” she asked, trying to piece things together and resolve her confusion.

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” he grumbled. “I don’t know how those old fucks pulled it off. We pulled out all the stops. No extra military support. Leopold was the only Bastion, other than the little shit. Even asked Falmir to make sure things stayed bad.”

      A pit formed in Nurevia’s stomach. “Falmir leaked everything about Alice. That’s how the Federation knew where she was.”

      She hadn’t told Tharban a damn word about Alice. Betraying an Imperial Princess was a step she refused to take. Alice had trusted her. That she had become the prime suspect for leaking Alice’s location had hurt.

      “Hah. They did that? Damn, guess they really did hold up their end of the bargain. Shame they still fucked it up. Figured a cascade would make it easy for them to lop off both bitches’ heads and call it an accident.” Tharban sneered.

      That had nearly happened.

      Nurevia briefly wondered how bad things would be if Falmir had actually killed both Alice and Anna. She remembered the confrontation between Nathan and Tharban, and how easily Nathan had brushed his father off.

      Then she reimagined it, except Nathan tore Tharban apart with his bare hands. That felt right to her. He kept his cool to a frightening degree when she saw him. But she had seen the fury in his eyes when Tharban had disowned him and humiliated him.

      That fury had reappeared briefly when Tharban confronted him, but Nathan had suppressed it. Nurevia wanted to see Nathan’s raw, unrestrained anger, in all its violent glory.

      “So? What are we doing then?” she asked.

      “Building support,” Tharban said. “I want to head into the Federation, as I don’t know what those chucklefucks are like. The archdukes are predictable. But these new dukes aren’t.”

      “So that’s it? We’re going east?”

      “Fuck no,” he said. “They’d be all over me if I went there. I need a reason.” He pointed a massive finger at her. “And you’re going to give me one. Once we’re back, head to the Spires. You know people there, little miss Champion. I have a contact you can speak with to arrange something.”

      “Did he cause the cascade?” Nurevia asked, narrowing her eyes.

      Tharban exploded upward. The entire carriage shook due to his weight. Violence poured off the man as he ripped Nurevia from her seat and cocked a huge fist. His eyes glared at her, veins bulging from his neck.

      “Did he fucking tell you that? Did that little shit say that I was a fucking heretic? Did he!?” Tharban roared, his voice loud enough to cause her ears to ring.

      Her eyes latched onto his fist. Her body reacted to the sensation of imminent violence. She sighed with pleasure, eyes curving as she relaxed and prepared for him to strike her. Her bones would crack, her blood vessels burst, and she’d be slammed into the carriage. Maybe he’d keep going if he really lost himself, and she wouldn’t be able to be healed until they reached his county.

      Moments passed.

      Tharban sneered at her. “You fucking slut.” He spat on her.

      Then he threw her backward. She slammed into the seat, but the worst it did was cause a small ache in her back.

      After he sat back down, he glowered at the window again. “I am a devout follower of Omria. Whatever that little shit says, I will never cause a cascade.”

      But he probably had something to do with the people who did, Nurevia realized. Word had reached her that doubt was being raised over Torneus’s involvement in the cascade. If Tharban hadn’t caused it, that left only two real possibilities.

      Betrayal within the Spires themselves, or sabotage by Falmir. The latter left Tharban with few excuses about his devotion to the goddess.

      “Why am I going to the Spires?” she asked, once she calmed down.

      “The Houkeem Desert. The Empire is strong enough to protect its own damn borders. We don’t need your subservient asses to do it for us.” He snorted. “Once they pull out, I’ll transfer to the border to protect it. Once there, I can investigate the local situation.”

      And convince a lot of people that the real enemy were the beastkin, Nurevia thought.

      Despite her misgivings, she had her mission. She remained Tharban’s Champion.

      Unfortunately, being told to do something didn’t give her the magical ability to bypass fundamental laws of reality. She had left the Spires long ago, when she had chosen her life under Tharban. The only way they’d welcome her back would be in chains or mounted on a spit.

      And not even the fun kind of spit.

      Fortunately, she had her own contact. Tharban’s was utterly useless, as he was some dumb functionary in the central Jormun spire. Probably some useless advisor to one of the council members.

      Nurevia reached out to her contact. The reply was swifter than expected. They had been in contact lately, but only for idle gossip. The speed of the response suggested that Nurevia had a good shot of getting into the Spires.

      She organized the meeting and headed out. Once she left, she’d be free of Tharban for weeks, if not months.

      A small part of her suggested that it could be forever. A certain someone had been recruiting Champions from other Bastions, after all.

      The meeting place was a tavern in a mining town close to the Spires. The dark elves controlled part of Forselle Valley near the Spires, although they didn’t do anything with the land. It was one of the most important trade routes in Doumahr as a result, as no nation could block passage.

      The mining town here was independent, although it paid taxes to the Spires. Most dark elves hated the sun, so trying to rule territory was too much effort. Nurevia had been shocked when the Spires had intervened in the war between the Federation and the Empire.

      She sat at a bar. A thin purple scarf covered her amethysts, although she wore black cloth over them as well, just in case she lost the scarf. Revealing herself to be a Champion out here was dangerous.

      To the locals, the only dark elf Champions roaming around outside were hunters. And hunters generally meant death.

      Nurevia attracted a few looks. Most were interested in her assets. A few were not. Nobody approached her. She bought some crappy mulled wine and took a seat in the corner.

      Almost to the minute, her contact walked in. She dressed like Nurevia, although with fewer weapons. Lots of curvy, dark skin showing. Shoulder-length white hair. Dark leather gloves and boots. A scarf covering her neck and collarbone. Every eye in the tavern followed her, and most stared at her ass, which was barely covered by the leather cloth she wore over her crotch.

      To Nurevia, the part that mattered most were her piercing green eyes. Astra’s eyes carried the weight of centuries in them.

      “Why are you scheming?” Astra asked as she sat down opposite Nurevia. She spoke in the native tongue of the dark elves.

      One of the bar staff came up and took her order. Nurevia was pretty sure that wasn’t supposed to happen. She was doubly sure most customers were expected to pay for their drinks, and Astra appeared to receive her goblet of mulled wine for free.

      Astra was the trigem Champion of the Aurelian Spires.

      She had also trained Nurevia as a Champion, among other things.

      “Why do you think I’m scheming?” Nurevia whined.

      “Usually you just brag or gossip.” Astra kicked her feet up. “It’s been fun lately. You bore me most days.”

      “You used to keep me up late to show me your sex toy collection,” Nurevia replied.

      Astra stared at her. She coughed. “Spoken with Nathan recently?”

      “Not about that.”

      “Recently?”

      “Ever. I’m not going to tell him about your magic dildos.” Nurevia rolled her eyes when Astra frowned. “Holy shit. Is that why you responded so fast? You want to take little Nathan out for a joy ride? He’s grown a spine lately and apparently learned how to make every beastkin on Doumahr cream themselves on command, but damn. Never thought you’d stoop this low.”

      “Don’t fuck with me,” Astra growled as she leaned forward. Her tits knocked her wine over. “Dammit.”

      A few minutes later, they resumed. The goblet had been replaced, and the spill cleaned up. This time, she paid for her wine. Her spell had worn off.

      Astra looked around, then lowered her voice. “He fought a Messenger.”

      “So did I,” Nurevia whined.

      A roll of the eyes was her reply. Bitch.

      “You’re the second person recently to freak out about him,” Nurevia said. She clicked her tongue. “Is it really that big of a deal?”

      “Yes,” Astra said flatly. “Second?”

      “Another Bastion talked up Nathan’s sorcery. Which doesn’t make sense, given he barely messed around with it before became a Bastion.” Nurevia downed her wine and tried to flag down somebody for more, but was ignored. Astra succeeded in her place. “Is there sorcery so amazing that you could feel it and basically shit your pants forever?”

      “Yes,” Astra said with a broad smile. “You’re selling him hard.”

      “I don’t fucking get you.” The younger dark elf scratched her neck beneath her scarf, feeling uncomfortable. “Don’t you like being on top? I want Nathan because he’s hot shit, and I think he’s going to explode and turn Tharban into a pancake in the middle of Aleich. Maybe he’ll do some fun shit to me in bed. But what do you get out of being turned inside out by his manmeat?”

      Astra rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry about me. Enjoy your youth.”

      Such a bitch. Nothing ever changed.

      “So, what do you want?” Astra asked again.

      “I need to meet some apparatchik in the Jormun spire.”

      Astra narrowed her eyes. “Not a good time. Trial starting soon.”

      “That’s for the crazy old man, right? Torneus?” Something clicked in Nurevia’s mind. “I know something you want to know about that.”

      “You already told me everything.”

      “Oh, no. It’s not about him. It’s about the man you want to rail the shit out of you.”

      Given Astra didn’t deny it, Nurevia took that as a win.

      “If you like the info, I want access to the Spires,” she said.

      “You won’t get what you want.” Astra shook her head. “But fine. Access. Nothing more.”

      “The Emperor is sending Nathan in his place to the trial,” Nurevia said.

      Astra froze. Her eyes widened. Even her breathing stopped.

      If Nurevia imagined it, she felt she could smell something. But that was being mean. She didn’t even know what Astra wanted from Nathan.

      Given the trigem’s predilections, she might just want to fight Nathan. There were stories that Astra once bathed in the blood of hundreds of rebels that she executed.

      Then again, the stories about Astra suggested she built the damn Spires brick by brick, or that she single-handedly chased the faeries out. She was old, and people created dumb stories about her all the time to amuse themselves.

      “I will help you,” Astra said. She sighed. “But you will regret it. He will bring trouble.”

      Nurevia stared at Astra. Then she smiled. “Oh? The trial is that soon? Even better. I’ve been looking forward to some one-on-one time with Nathan.”
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      Nathan left Aleich a few days after the Diet session ended. Little of consequence happened. While the palace was no longer overrun by nobles, Alice found herself flooded with paperwork from the aftermath.

      Aleich was the nerve center of much of the Empire’s bureaucracy. All the changes to law, policy, and tax flowed from the palace. The Emperor focused his personal efforts on the peace treaty and recalling the Imperial Army, leaving Alice to handle the countless other affairs.

      Nathan felt that the Emperor’s strategy was a little on the nose. By handling the peace treaty himself, the Emperor became a lightning rod for negativity from the Nationalists. While many welcomed peace, plenty didn’t.

      At the same time, Alice had plenty of time to integrate herself into the workings of the Empire. Countless nobles, Bastions, Champions, officials, and military officers would meet the Imperial princess. The meetings would be boring. But Alice was a beautiful woman with a sharp mind, and she would leave a strong impression on a lot of people she needed support from in the future.

      That helped Nathan and Alice’s plans to ingratiate her to as many nobles as possible, while keeping negative attention away from her.

      “You say it’s ‘a little on the nose’, but I hadn’t realized it,” Anna grumbled as they stopped at her manor in Trantia, the capital of her former county. “One day you’ll stop saying you’re bad at politics and I’ll be out of a job.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Nathan said drily.

      “Only because you’re a stubborn mule.” She smirked. “You are a lot better at spotting schemes than you give yourself credit for. Any particular reason why?”

      He frowned and looked around. Anna had relocated to Tartus, so her old manor was unoccupied. A few townspeople watched them from a distance. Fyre poked her head out from the carriage, before being pulled back in by Sunstorm.

      Paranoid, Nathan cast a few wards. Anna stared at him.

      “I learned the hard way,” he said. “I’m no stranger to civil wars.”

      “Ah. Right.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I’m still getting used to this. Nothing’s changed, but it’s kind of weird to think that you’re not actually a count from the Empire. It does explain a lot. Everything, really.”

      Then Anna gave him an odd look. “If you’ve changed the future, is it normal for things to still be so familiar to you?”

      “Apparently,” he said, then frowned. “But this is different. What happened before is that past events accelerated. This is different. Things seem familiar, but they’re not.”

      “I think that’s just experience,” Anna said.

      “Most likely.”

      She pulled him in for a kiss, then he bade her farewell. Fyre remained with her.

      Then Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass.

      Anna planned to join him shortly, but she needed to prepare Trantia for her brother. Now that the war with Trafaumh had ended, she planned to hand over her old county to him so she could focus on ruling the duchy.

      Gharrick Pass remained Nathan’s base of operations. After so many weeks away, he was glad to be back. The double-layer of walls of the fortress loomed over his carriage as he approached, as did the keep at the top of the hill.

      When Nathan had arrived here, the fortress had been a ruin. It defended a narrow mountain pass that was the only large navigable passage through the Gharrick Mountains for days. These days, its strategic position was drastically reduced, but its political one had only increased further.

      Anna’s duchy extended to the east and west of the mountains. Castle Tartus, Fort Taubrum, and Vera’s old tower defended the eastern side, should there ever be a problem. On the western side, there were countless smaller forts and mage towers that Nathan had reactivated over the last year.

      His first task upon returning was to explain to both Fei and Seraph his secrets. Everyone else knew, after all.

      Fei found out within an hour, as she tracked him down and demanded that he brush her hair and tail. He explained the extra details about the Messenger and how everything had gone wrong in his world.

      The catgirl simply shrugged it off, and told him to focus on brushing out her tail.

      Narime was going to be pissed when she found out about Fei’s response. In the end, the fox had never made a guess about Nathan’s secret, and now Fei didn’t care about the extra details.

      The next day, he met with Seraph in his office. No matter how much larger Gharrick Pass became, he kept his office the same size. It had a desk for him to work at, plus a larger table and chairs for others to sit around. Otherwise, it was nearly empty.

      To Nathan, it was a cozy little hole to sequester himself away in.

      Right now, he felt cornered by Seraph as she sized him up.

      “So, you’re from a future where everything went awry due to the invasion of the Federation. Every nation collapsed and demons overran the world. You know almost all of us from this past timeline, but you’ve come back in time far enough that we’re different to our old selves. Also, Sen and Sunstorm came back with you,” Seraph summarized. “Oh, and I nearly forgot.”

      She laughed.

      “You’re working with a Messenger.”

      “That about sums it up, yes,” Nathan said, his hands folded in front of him.

      “Really?” Seraph asked, eyebrows raised.

      “Why do you think I have so much experience as a Bastion? I knew how to override the Federation’s binding stone wards because I have methods to decrypt them from the future. That knowledge is also how I predicted your attack,” he said.

      Ignoring him, Seraph instead rose and inspected the map on the wall. Almost a minute passed before she spoke again.

      “If what you say is true, that makes me responsible for the destruction of an entire world,” she said.

      Nathan couldn’t see her face from this angle. Her tone sounded oddly flat.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “It does,” she snapped, spinning to face him. “Whoever decided to attack doesn’t matter. I helped Theus and Torneus craft a plan involving leyline disruption. If you hadn’t stopped me, the demons would have overrun the entire Empire. You specifically said you came to this time to stop me.”

      “Seraph—”

      “Don’t deny it. Why haven’t you killed me, Nathan? If I’m so dangerous.” She glared at him.

      “You didn’t exist in my world,” he said.

      She blinked. “What?”

      “Exactly what I just said.” He sighed. “This is… more complicated than I hoped to explain. I’m not in the past. This is an alternate world, with slight differences to mine. You never existed in my world. Your relationship with Narime, where the two of you respect each other but constantly snipe at each other? She never mentioned you once in my world. You may have come up with the leyline disruption in this world, but someone does it even if you’re not around.”

      With slow, careful steps, Seraph resumed her seat.

      “You said several things that I find more interesting than your earlier explanation,” she said. “You’re not lying to protect me, are you?”

      “I don’t need to lie to you about this. Didn’t I already say I’d kill you if you betrayed me?”

      “You did, yes. I appreciated the threat then. I find myself renewing that appreciation now.” She licked her lips. “An alternate world?”

      “I was Nathan Martel in my world. If I went into the past, how could I magically become Nathan Straub while looking almost identical?”

      “Good point.” She laughed. “Do you know who came up with the plan?”

      He hesitated, then looked away from Seraph. “No. But I have my suspicions.”

      “Vera.”

      “Yes. She might not have intended to cause an invasion, but it would have disrupted communications and made an attack much easier. Especially as she was the primary defender of Gharrick Pass,” Nathan said.

      “What happened to her? In your world, that is.” Seraph’s eyes glittered with a lust for knowledge.

      “She got cold feet, fought back against the Federation, and died. I knew her as a hero who tried to save the Empire. Reality is… significantly different.”

      “Oh.” It was Seraph’s turn to sigh. “Well, I guess you get to feel less special as well. She turned on the Federation without you. Just like how the plan succeeded without me. That hurt a little, to find out how insignificant I apparently am in the world. I can vanish entirely and history plays out identically? Perhaps a little too dark for my tastes.”

      “The others don’t know this,” he warned.

      “I gathered. You’re trying to protect us from knowledge that will hurt us. No matter how well you explain things, this is… I believe one of my previous Bastions termed it an information hazard. It’s the reason why you Bastions keep so many secrets. The things you know aren’t merely unsettling, but can do great harm to us and others,” Seraph said. “There are things that people don’t need to know.”

      “I’m not sure many Bastions need to know them either,” Nathan remarked.

      “How many Bastions ever learn the things you do, Nathan? Isn’t that why Leopold is so antagonistic to others? Because he doesn’t trust the intelligence of most Bastions with the knowledge he has.”

      She had a good point.

      “And, in the end, you know enough that you chose to work with a Messenger and betray the goddess. A normal person would say that you’ve realized your information hazard.” Seraph smiled at him. “Fortunately, I’m not a normal person. I’m quite excited to see where this goes.”

      “That’s it. Excitement? You’re not going to challenge me?” he asked.

      “Over what? My decisions in life are far from perfect. You’re actively trying to improve things, even if you’re using questionable means. That’s admirable. More so than what I did with my life. So no, this doesn’t change anything. I’m still your loyal Champion, Nathan.”

      She left him to ruminate on those words.

      Now firmly ensconced in his fortress, Nathan returned to his day-to-day duties. He had four demonic portals to oversee, plus another Bastion to train. A lot of things needed to be done before he left for the Spires.

      Not that the dark elves appeared to be in a hurry to summon him. The ambassador, Sureev, would show himself when ready. Until then, Nathan ignored the issue.

      For the time being, Nathan focused on his immediate issue: dealing with the aftermath of the Diet.

      As expected, soldiers and beastkin returned home en masse. Few of them came from Gharrick, but that didn’t stop them from moving here. Nathan was recruiting at a time when many nobles weren’t. He was upgrading defenses, undertaking engineering projects, and reinforcing the duchy. People who were out of work flocked to him.

      That put more pressure on his plans and finances. Long nights were spent with Kuda and Seraph to keep things running smoothly. He left a lot of the portal management to Fei, and the politics to Narime.

      Ciana familiarized herself with the castle and acclimated to her enhancement. While enhancing her, her ecstasy-filled sigh, dopey eyes, and slack tail and ears had done things to his crotch that he kept secret from her. Sen and Fei had teased her about it, but they both helped her settle in.

      His next problem was simpler. Defending the portals. Since the cascade, there hadn’t been any large invasions. Nathan doubted that was a sustainable position.

      Gharrick Pass lay dormant—the Twins had whined about the world being too stable, which meant they couldn’t invade until something went wrong. That was precisely the worst time they could invade.

      Both Fort Taubrum and Castle Forselburg saw constant small invasions, as they remained unstable after the cascade. Neither had shown signs of a Messenger emerging, but they weren’t decreasing in demonic energy with each invasion. Nathan didn’t know what was happening to them.

      Castle Tartus was the simplest, and he considered himself fortunate that it hadn’t been affected by the cascade. It had been invaded once since the cascade, and appeared normal. The downside was that it wasn’t connected to the other fortresses by a gateway, so traveling there needed to be done by horseback.

      If civil war broke out, Nathan needed to defend his portals and fight a war. He saw several ways to handle this.

      One night, he summoned Fei and Narime to his office to discuss it.

      He sat in his chair, fiddling with a pen while staring at the map on the wall. Fei munched on a huge sandwich filled with a variety of smoked meats and slathered in gravy. Opposite her, Narime nursed a bottle of sake. Nathan refused her offer of a cup.

      Maybe he’d take her up on it later tonight.

      “Fei, lean over your plate,” Nathan said, watching as a huge drop of gravy built up on the bottom of her sandwich.

      The catgirl blinked at him, then leaned forward. The dollop splashed on her plate. She yelped, jumped backward and nearly knocked over her chair.

      “You realize that’s only gravy, don’t you?” Narime said, staring at Fei in disbelief.

      “I didn’t expect it,” Fei mumbled. She bit into her sandwich with a sour face, but quickly cheered up.

      “Why are you even eating at this time?” the fox asked.

      “Narime, you’ve been my Champion for how long now? Fei eats when she eats. Don’t question it.” Nathan shook his head. Although he did notice that she was eating more these days.

      “True,” Narime said.

      They moved onto the meeting, ignoring the pouting catgirl.

      “I need to shore up the portals. I don’t really have a timeframe, other than soon,” he said.

      “This is for when civil war breaks out,” Narime confirmed.

      “Yes.”

      Fei perked up, freezing in place.

      Nathan ignored her and continued, “I can’t afford to leave powerful Champions in four fortresses—five, if we include Vera’s portal—during a huge war. There’s also the risk that other Bastions will ignore their own portals, allowing demons to break through. That happened before. It allows cascades to destroy nations overnight.”

      Narime gasped. “I hadn’t—” Her eyes closed. “Did that happen in Kurai? When we flocked to defeat the Messenger, demons sprung up across the entire peninsula at once. We thought it to be some sort of wicked trap. A scheme the Messenger created to defeat us. But…”

      “It was a scheme by the Messenger, but not what you think. Messengers can trigger cascades once they’re out in the world, as they have some way to control and interfere with binding stones and portals.” Nathan grimaced. “The only solution is to be strong enough to both fight a Messenger and defend your portals. If you ignore the Messenger, they’ll wipe you out one-by-one. If you can’t defend your portals, then demons overrun everything and more Messengers appear.”

      “It took the combined forces of almost every other nation to defeat the Messenger that appeared in Kurai, and they never closed the portals there,” Narime said. “How do we prepare? How do we defend our portals without Champions?”

      She raised an eyebrow and smirked at him. “You’re not thinking of replacing us, are we?”

      Fei squawked and her ears and tail stood up on end. “He’s not! Are you, Nathan?”

      “No, I’m not.” He wished he could pat Fei’s head, given how frazzled her cat ears looked. “I have a few ideas. I want your opinions.”

      They both nodded at him. He waited until Fei cleaned up the gravy she spilled due to the motion before continuing.

      “First, I need more Champions, and to strengthen the ones I have,” he said. “Not every Champion needs to be extremely strong or capable. As harsh as it sounds, sometimes a lifelong monogem or duogem is better than holding out for the absolute best.”

      “Is that a vote of confidence in us?” Narime asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I think all of you can become trigems. I know both of you have the potential,” he said.

      Fei blushed, while Narime smiled at him.

      “Champions are officers. They are respected when it comes to handling portals, and can control panic. If a weak invasion happens during the war, sometimes I don’t want to send you or Fei to handle it. But one of Fei’s knights, with a monogem amethyst? I’d be happy to give her command if she proves worth it,” he explained.

      Narime nodded slowly. “That explains a lot about how you’re training the knights. And why Fei is doing most of the training, and Sunstorm only a small number. They’ll become lieutenants, and Fei and Sunstorm their commanders.”

      Fei’s eyes widened.

      “Yes,” he said. “Naturally, that means I need to make both Fei and Sunstorm duogems. They’re both ready for it. I just need the gems and magical catalysts.”

      “Ah. Your deal with the mages.” The fox frowned. “You want my opinion on things, but it seems you’ve already done everything. Nathan, tell me the truth. How much is there left to do?”

      He winced. “I’m mostly looking for holes in my plans. The mages supply gems and magical catalysts. I’m hoping they’ll also help develop methods to spot invasions in advance, although I’ll need to personally detect Messengers. In the long-term, I also want a better method of teleportation.”

      “Really? What’s so dangerous about gateways?” Narime asked.

      “Let’s say a Messenger invades… the Spires,” Nathan said. “They break out, then head for Castle Forselburg. Or maybe Leopold’s castle. Or somewhere in Trafaumh. It doesn’t really matter, but if there’s a gateway there…”

      “Oh.” Narime closed her eyes. “The Messenger goes through the gateway, then appears in the heart of the Empire, or Trafaumh, or Arcadia, and wreaks havoc.”

      “Yes.”

      “Nathan, how did you defeat your Messenger so easily if they are so smart? One destroyed Kurai. You talk about them as if they are nation-destroying machines, that know all of our weaknesses.” Narime looked at him, her expression dark and eyes concerned.

      He coughed, unsure of what to say.

      Fei, unfortunately, chose this as the time to speak up. “The succubus seemed kind of stupid. Strong, but dumb. She seemed more interested in having sex with Nathan than defeating him.”

      The catgirl glared at him.

      Narime raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry? But given how you came here—”

      “No,” he said flatly. “Laura is a succubus. If she had her way with me, I would have been reduced to a drooling idiot.”

      “Laura?”

      “She introduced herself,” he said.

      “Ah. How normal of a nation-destroying threat,” Narime said with a nod. Her tails curled around herself.

      He rolled his eyes. “Messengers are a weird lot. Most of them tell you their name. Sometimes they try to tell you their entire life story before you kill them. Kind of weird, that.”

      Especially as it sounded like the Messengers had been lying to him when they did that. None of them had mentioned anything like Kadria’s world. Had they been playing some sort of weird joke?

      Narime changed the subject. “To summarize: you want to recruit Champions from Fei’s knights; promote Fei and Sunstorm to duogem Champions—and presumably Ciana as well; develop methods to detect invasions before they start; and move away from gateways for long-distance teleportation.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “What about Fyre?” she asked.

      “I need to investigate her mind when I transfer her across,” he said.

      Fei pouted at the mention of Fyre.

      But, surprisingly, it was the catgirl who had a new idea. “Why aren’t you recruiting new Champions? You know the dark elf Astra? Sen and Sunstorm told me. When we go to the Spires, shouldn’t we talk to her about helping us? And what about Nurevia?”

      Ah, Astra. Nathan grimaced.

      “That’s not a nice face,” Narime said.

      “Am I that easy to read?” he asked.

      “The only time you looked that grim was when Ciana tried to ask you about herself,” she said. “I take it she died.”

      “Everyone did,” he said darkly.

      “Not like that.”

      “No,” he admitted, dodging the question. “But you’re right, Fei. If I get the chance, strengthening our alliance with the dark elves is a high priority. At a minimum, they need to defend the Houkeem Desert when civil war breaks out.”

      “And Nurevia?” Fei asked.

      “That depends on her,” he hedged. “I’ll pick a fight with Tharban. But I’m not dealing with her dumb games. She’s a headache, and I don’t do a lot of the things she wants done to herself.”

      Fei nodded several times, then smiled. Then she nodded again and finished off her sandwich.

      “I’m sorry, I think I missed something,” Narime said.

      Nathan mimed using a whip and made a whip cracking noise. “Like that, but on her. And usually with something much worse.”

      Narime didn’t say a word.

      “If that’s your plan, then I think my main priority will be identifying new Champions,” she said. “Seraph is practically sleeping in her office due to how much work she has, so I’ll spare her this job.”

      He winced. “Thanks. I’ll try to take some work off Seraph’s plate.”

      “You can try, but I doubt she’ll let you,” came the reply. Narime grimaced. “There is such a thing as being too driven, Nathan. You lead by example.”

      He blinked.

      For some reason, Kadria’s description of Seraph came to mind. The Messenger had described Seraph as a minion who reveled in everything he did. Narime’s words only proved that.

      He had lucked out with Seraph. If there was anybody he needed to reward after this, it was her.

      Actually, he should probably reward her during this. Unlike his other Champions, she didn’t share his bed, so she didn’t get regular “rewards.”

      The next few weeks went by quickly. His plans were long term, and would take months, or even years. Hopefully not too many years. He needed Champions soon, and they needed training before they could use gems or safely accept enhancements.

      Fortunately, Fei and Narime identified a number of beastkin knights that appeared to be suitable. Nathan let Narime conduct the enhancement training, as she had experience from her time in Kurai. He only needed to apply the mild enhancements every so often.

      The mages arrived midway through summer. Surprisingly, Harrum led them. They came in a massive convoy, laden down with enough supplies that Nathan assumed they were coming to conduct war.

      “Don’t you have a tower to run?” Nathan asked Harrum as the older mage approached him.

      “I am running it,” the mage said with a smile. He pushed his glasses up his face. “This isn’t an opportunity to be wasted. The data you shared with us proved exceptional. Foundational, even. I believe an entirely new branch of magical science can be built from it, if we can expand on it.”

      “Good. That’s what we both want,” Nathan said, although he was inwardly amazed at the size of the response.

      Falmir and Trafaumh had taken years to get their magical scientists into gear, and much of their initial research came from refugees from the Federation and Arcadia.

      “I can tell that you remain surprised. The fact is that you have the Emperor’s blessing and nobody has accused us of heresy.” Harrum stretched his arms out. “It’s a common saying to make hay while the sun shines. I’m not wasting my sun, and neither will the rest of the Lodge.”

      Nathan nodded. “You’ll need a research base. While I can put you up in Gharrick Pass and have made extra space, I don’t think you want to work here permanently.”

      “No. We prefer some privacy, and although you can rely on the binding stone’s power, we will need a cairn to conduct many of our rituals.” Harrum paused, clearly waiting for Nathan to suggest a location.

      “There are two available cairns. Vera has recently left her tower, and she’s willing to let you use it. There’s also a cairn near Trantia. You might want to use both.”

      “Excellent. We’ll set up in Lady Nair’s tower, given it will have defenses and facilities.” Harrum smirked. “I also suspect you desire for us to shore up your defenses. Officially, we take no place in the coming storm. Unofficially…” The mage shrugged. “If our collaboration proves fruitful, then the Lodge may carefully consider its position regarding the next emperor.”

      Nobody ever said that mages were stupid.

      Before he left, Harrum produced two small boxes and handed them to Nathan.

      “Two sapphires,” the mage said, tapping the left box. “And several amethysts and diamonds in the other, although of slightly lower quality than usually set aside for Bastions. My apologies for that, but not everybody in the Lodge agrees with this.”

      “Hence why the deal was leaked so fast.”

      “Indeed.” Harrum sighed. “I will continue to search for an onyx. Now that I’m here, I suspect I will have better luck talking to my colleagues in the… Amica duchies? I believe that is their official name now.”

      With that, the mages left. Although they left behind enough magical catalysts for Nathan to do some work of his own.

      He added a gateway to Castle Tartus. To celebrate its creation, he spent the night with Anna. Once again, he felt that strange feeling of being spied on. This time, he didn’t even find Fyre lurking outside.

      Kadria’s door continued to follow him into Anna’s palace in Tartus.

      Now that he had the gems and the catalysts, Nathan realized he couldn’t put it off any longer. When he returned to Gharrick Pass, he took Fyre with him.

      The time had finally come for him to take control of Fyre.

      More importantly, he needed to give Fei her second gem.
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      Fei stood in front of Nathan, her bushy black tail wagging back and forth. They stood at the far end of the courtyard behind the castle. Nobody else was outside, and the nearby sparring circles and training yards remained empty.

      The morning sun glittered on the nearby mountaintops. At this time, only the guards on patrol would be out. Everybody else was still inside. The cooks prepared breakfast around this time, and everybody generally trooped down for their morning meal before beginning their day shift.

      Nathan usually joined them, but he wanted to take care of the gemming ceremony first.

      Two horsegirls sat nearby at a table. A tray of fresh food had been dug into by Ciana, and she prepared breakfast for the four of them. Fei’s tail wagged as she watched the other beastkin, her eyes on the mouth-watering food.

      The first harvest had passed, and a lot of the grains had been processed. Freshly baked breads and pastries became a common sight at meals, and the castle’s bakers experimented more. The first apples had come into season, replacing a lot of the berries and forest fruits from spring.

      And, of course, there was a lot more meat. The days of endless smoked meats were behind Nathan.

      Today’s spread looked larger than it was. Most of it was for Fei, who would probably go into the dining hall for seconds anyway.

      Of note were thick slices of pork belly, a dozen eggs, thick brown bread, and a huge apple pull apart loaf drizzled with a white glaze. Nathan felt that the apple loaf was a bit too much for dessert. If he ate any, he’d probably fall asleep when he sat down in his office.

      Given the way Ciana eyed him, he wondered if that was her plan.

      Fei kept throwing glances at the food, while expectantly looking at the glittering sapphire in his hand.

      “We can eat later,” Nathan said. “Ciana is still preparing things.”

      “Fine,” Fei whined. Her ears and tail drooped despite her words.

      Ciana was actually preparing the food. A magical device powered an open flame, over which she placed a flat steel griddle. Then she laid out four slices of thick brown bread, and covered them with pork belly and cheese. Finally, she cracked four eggs beside the bread. Some of the egg white ran into the bread, which soaked it up.

      Breakfast promised to be very unhealthy, Nathan noted.

      “Before you get your next gem, we need to discuss what ability you get,” Nathan said, drawing Fei’s attention from the food.

      “Eh? We’re not talking about the gem itself? Don’t I get to choose?” Fei tilted her head to one side in confusion.

      “No. That’s why the decision for your first gem mattered so much. All gems must match for a Champion. You can’t mix-and-match,” he explained. “There’s been theories about how to do it. Unfortunately, they’re only theories.”

      Like the idea of changing a Champion’s abilities or finding a way to turn one back into a normal person, nobody had ever found a way. Nathan did wonder if he might be able to do something himself using ascended magic, but meddling with his own Champions was dangerous.

      The gems linked with the minds of Champions. If he made a mistake during a gemming ceremony, there wasn’t a second chance. The Champion died if they were lucky.

      If they were unlucky, their mind was melted, and they become a toy for their Bastion. Nathan refused to go down that route or be responsible for that.

      “Didn’t you choose my ability last time?” Fei asked. She touched the sapphire implanted in her collarbone and smiled.

      “I did, but I also told you that you chose it this time. The reason I picked was because your first gem ceremony is always the riskiest. Now that I know how your body and mind react, I can safely give you a far wider range of abilities,” he said. “Not anything, but I have a pretty good idea of what will and won’t work.”

      “Huh.” Fei narrowed her eyes. “So, what abilities I can get depends on my Bastion?”

      “Yes.” Nathan chuckled. “If it didn’t, there would be a lot more trigems in the world. Most Champions are held back by the potential of their Bastions. But even then, many abilities are… esoteric.”

      “What’s that mean?” Fyre asked from nearby, her ears pricked up.

      Nathan frowned. He needed to be careful about how he explained this.

      “Gem abilities are powered by the binding stones, which means they can do anything that a binding stone can. That includes ascended magic.” Nathan paused, trying to think of good examples. “Sunstorm’s onyx gem uses spatial magic. Narime’s second sapphire gem interferes with magic directly. And, of course, there’s the legend of Astra.”

      “The dark elf,” Fyre said, her red eyes almost razor sharp. “I heard she’s part of a train of Champions from the Spires. Because she’s always covered up, nobody can tell when they replace her with the next Champion. She’s a symbol.”

      Nathan tried to not laugh. He believed that stupid propaganda story once.

      “No, Astra is real,” he explained. “The specifics of her third gem are unknown, but even Ifrit agrees that she likely has some sort of ability that grants her eternal life. If a gem ability can transcend the limits of mortality, there’s not much they can’t do.”

      Except prevent death, Nathan thought darkly. Not even Astra had survived the fall of the Spires.

      Fyre stared at him with wide eyes. Then she scowled. “Then why don’t we all get eternal life?”

      “Because nobody knows how to create the gem ability,” Nathan said drily. “If the Empire knew how, it would have a dozen legendary trigems like Astra.”

      “Is it her gems?” Ciana asked. “The stories get them mixed up. Sometimes she has amethysts. Other times diamonds or emeralds. One of them gave her a rainbow gem, but I felt that was cheating.”

      Nathan nearly told them what gem Astra had, but stopped himself.

      He hadn’t seen her gems, for one thing. Astra never showed anybody during her visits. If he got it wrong, because something was different in this world—just like how Narime’s abilities had changed—then he’d look like an idiot and make Fyre suspicious.

      “Well, maybe we’ll find out when we visit the Spires,” he said, then changed the subject. “But my point was that the research that a Bastion does determines what they can do for their Champions. I’ve been doing a lot of esoteric research myself, so I think I know a few more things.”

      Fei nodded enthusiastically, while the horsegirls simply eyed him curiously.

      The eggs had cooked, so Ciana slipped them on top of the cheese, which had begun to melt. She cracked some pepper on top, but continued to wait. While she did, Fyre began to make some simple porridge.

      The horse beastkin loved porridge. Fei destroyed entire platters of meat, although she ate basically anything. But Nathan never underestimated the ability of horsegirls to make entire bags of grains vanish if you gave them something to mix it with or as some sort of ration.

      “Um, do you have some ideas for abilities? Because I have one that I don’t think you’ll like.” Fei pressed her fingertips together and gave him an upturned look.

      Nathan had a pretty good idea what ability she would propose.

      “There are three main approaches you can take,” he explained. “The first is to double-down on your current ability and its strengths and weaknesses. The second is pick an ability that broadens your skill set. And the third is to use an experimental ability that tries to cover your current weakness, but doesn’t broaden your skills.”

      Fei made an o-face. “I can’t just get stronger, can I? Because it’s a sapphire.”

      “That’s right. Sapphires only provide gem abilities. That’s your weakness, actually. You’re a greedy little kitten that sucks up my magical energy as though there’s no end to it,” he said with a smirk.

      Fei gave him a seductive look. “I can suck up some other things like there’s no end to it.”

      Silence. Nathan nodded his head at the peanut gallery, and Fei rolled her eyes.

      “I’m allowed to flaunt my status,” she declared. Then she pointed at Ciana and Fyre, who stared at her. “You’re not allowed to be greedy.”

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, then moved on. “Your current ability is extremely powerful. Focusing on it isn’t a bad idea, but it limits what you can do. In serious situations, you can’t be far away from me. Refilling your energy takes hours at a binding stone.”

      Truthfully, he had never had a powerful Champion like her in his original world. His three trigems had been largely independent, and almost all his duogems had been the same. Those that did burn out fast tended to be used in specific tactics that favored their abilities.

      But Fei was Nathan’s leading Champion. He wasn’t going to shove her in the back because her gem abilities required babysitting. At the same time, he didn’t want to tell her to choose another path because that’s not the way he did things.

      After all, the way he did things had failed horrifically in his world. Slow and steady had not won the race. Maybe he needed Champions with far more power that burned out fast, instead of those with a lot of independence and endurance.

      “Focusing on my flames…” Fei trailed off as she tapped her chin. Her tail wagged behind her slowly, pausing at the end of each motion. “My biggest weakness right now is range. If I can’t get close to somebody, I’m useless. Could I teleport? Or shoot lances of flame like Sen?” Her eyes lit up. “Or maybe summon pillars of flame, or huge explosions like you did in the invasion or—”

      “It sounds like you get the idea,” Nathan said. He pressed down on her head to shut her up. “Let’s talk about the other option. You can take an ability that uses less energy, so you can operate independently or for longer without needing a top up.”

      “Boring,” Fei said. She grinned. “I like being the one who charges in and turns the demons into a puddle of goo. You have Seraph, and Narime, and Sen, and you, and… basically everybody else to do the boring part.”

      “You are in command of the knights,” he pointed out.

      She pouted and looked away. For some reason, both horsegirls perked up and their tails wagged.

      A moment later, Ciana looked down at the open-faced sandwiches she was preparing and removed them from the griddle. They still needed a minute to rest.

      “Maybe I could use Tarako’s ability, the Nine-Tail Slash,” Fei mumbled. “One swing, and send out nine slashes at once.”

      Nathan tried not to groan and failed. He had been right. Her idea had been from that supposedly fictional trigem Champion.

      “The last option is the experimental one.” Nathan coughed. “Normally, this should wait until your third gem, but…”

      “But?” Fei asked.

      “Your current gem is much more powerful than I expected. That implies you’ve acclimated to the binding stone extremely well,” he said. “It might be worth the risk to do something more interesting.”

      Fei waited patiently.

      He sighed and gave in. “Your flames currently consume magical energy in a rather violent way. What if we make your new gem ability one that interacts with it and lets you absorb magical energy?”

      To him, the idea had been a natural one. Fei could power herself using her enemies. Given the magical nature of demons, she might literally be able to run forever during an invasion.

      The downside was that it didn’t strictly make her more powerful. An ability that let her vaporize a column of demons from halfway across the battlefield made Fei into a true duogem Champion. Becoming a magical vampire kept her at her current strength—above a monogem, but below a duogem.

      “That’s… Wow,” Fei said, eyes wide. “So, I could go absolutely crazy with my flames so long as I’m burning things?”

      That sentence sounded wrong.

      “I don’t think you should say it like that,” Fyre said with a sharp smile. Her red eyes curved at the edges. “What an amusing idea.”

      Nathan gave her an odd look. A moment later, Fyre’s face lit up, and she turned away, her tail wagging violently.

      “You could, yes,” he said to Fei. “But all the same problems you currently have apply.”

      “Maybe. But it means I can cover myself in flames way more often if I know it’s easier to top up.” She grinned. “How efficient would it be? That’s the important part?”

      “I don’t know. You seem pretty convinced about this.”

      “It’s…” she trailed off. “I don’t like how I need to hold back because I never have enough reserves in my gem to use my ability. But I like being powerful enough to win fights. I don’t want to be Seraph, but I do want at least a little bit of her…” Fei tilted her head. “I forget the word you use for being able to run really far.”

      “Endurance,” Ciana said helpfully. “You want some of Seraph’s endurance.”

      “Yeah, that.” Fei grinned happily.

      Nathan felt that a decision had been made.

      The four of them dug into the sandwiches that Ciana had prepared. Fei’s vanished in two bites, and she stared despondently at the still-hot griddle.

      Rolling his eyes, Nathan slapped down pork belly on half the black cooking surface, and cracked eggs on the other half. The horsegirls tore into the pull apart, revealing the rich cinnamon and apple filling.

      Nathan had been right. This was too much food. He wanted to lie down and take a nap. The eyes on him felt devious and lecherous, but he pushed onward. Ciana and Fyre nibbled away while he sipped at a canteen of coffee. Noise drifted from the castle as morning truly arrived and everybody drifted from their rooms.

      Feeling as though he needed to run ten laps around the castle to burn off all the excess energy in his body, Nathan got up and stretched. Eventually, he got sick of watching Fei demolish the food and dragged her up.

      “But there’s still more,” she choked out around a mouthful of fried egg.

      “Eat it after I ram this gem into you,” he growled.

      That came out wrong.

      Fei swallowed her food and cleaned herself off. Then she straightened up, brushed her long black hair over her shoulders, and presented her chest. Like all Champions, she had a small opening in her uniform over her collarbone for her gems to be inserted. The new one was going to be inserted on the opposite side of her current one.

      Just like last time, Nathan channeled magic from the binding stone. The sapphire exploded with brightness, nearly blinding him. Ciana and Fyre shielded their eyes, but continued to watch.

      Unlike last time, Fei remained calm and focused. She kept taking deep breaths throughout the ritual. Her eyes were clear and held his gaze.

      The gem slid into her collarbone smoothly, with almost no resistance. It sat flush with her skin, gleaming from the sunlight beaming down on it.

      “Wow. That was really easy,” Fei said. She touched the gem.

      “There’s one more step,” he said.

      Then he dove into her mind.

      Nathan touched Fei’s mind more often than those of his other Champions. He topped her up far more often, after all. But this was the first time since her monogem ceremony that he’d gone past the initial layer.

      The tendrils of her mind gripped him as he drifted toward her core. The connection he had with Fei meant he didn’t need to fear her mental defenses anymore. The reaction was welcoming, rather than aggressive.

      No, he realized. It still was aggressive. Just aggressively sexual.

      Fei’s thoughts lingered on sexual memories of him. Rutting. A need to do fun things with him. Some interesting fantasies that he suspected Sen was responsible for. An image of Fei with a much larger belly.

      Nathan frowned. This had happened last time. For whatever reason, a lot of Fei’s emotions toward him seemed to be very sexual. He knew she felt much more for him. And that she had other thoughts inside her mind.

      He hovered at her core, which now had two satellites of his power hovering around it. Her mental world was indistinct and strange to describe. Something about these satellites reminded Nathan of something else that he’d been told about recently.

      Tendrils, he realized.

      Wasn’t this almost identical to how Kadria had described how the mental magic of the succubi worked? The Twins had a mental world and were now building a frontier fortress, and were leeching off Nathan’s mind in order to remain in this world.

      This felt similar. As if these satellites were Nathan’s frontier fortresses in Fei’s mind. They even prevented her mind from keeping him out.

      The realization bothered him. Was Bastion magic identical to that of Messengers? Was it all just a form of ascended magic, except he used a binding stone?

      Nathan gave up trying to puzzle out the answer on his own and moved on.

      He had a job to do. Fei’s thoughts and emotions regarding what she wanted from her ability filtered through him. He plucked out the ones from their earlier discussion, and confirmed that she hadn’t been lying to him.

      As expected, she really wanted to copy that stupid slash ability. But there was a grim realization underpinning Fei’s thoughts that she should choose something serious, and abandon her dream.

      She hadn’t been lying to him. At least, not as far as Nathan could tell. Which didn’t say much, given she’d tricked him about the sapphire in the last gemming ceremony.

      Ignoring that, he tuned the gem to the desired ability. It took much, much longer than he expected. Perhaps he had been overeager to give Fei such a strange ability for her second gem.

      But she never resisted him, and he never felt any pain or damage in the link. Her magical energies remained in balance. Slowly, he made progress tuning the gem.

      The issue was that he was subtly altering the first gem’s ability with the new gem. He had never done this before, but had discussed the theory with Leopold. Hopefully, it worked.

      Maybe Nathan should have tried this on a Champion less important than Fei first.

      When he retreated from her mind, he found Fei leaning against him. Almost fifteen minutes had passed, which was an eternity for a gemming ceremony. Ciana and Fyre stood next to him, on the verge of panic.

      “You’re alright?” Fyre asked. Then she calmed down. “Don’t do that to me.”

      Ciana gripped his arm tightly and said nothing, her eyes staring at his chest.

      Besides feeling tired, Fei was fine. Her gem ability still functioned properly, and they confirmed that it sucked up magic.

      “Wow. That felt like my gem ate something,” Fei said after she used a flame to eat Nathan’s fireball. “Like it grew a mouth and just chomped down on a big hunk of meat.”

      “Did it give you more or less energy than you used?” he asked.

      “Ummm.” She tilted her head. “I don’t know. I’m topped up. And having two gems makes it hard to tell how strong I am.”

      He sighed. Something to investigate later.

      “Fyre, you’re next,” he said.

      “Wow. I’m getting a third gem already?” she asked.

      “When did you get so cheeky?” he asked.

      She blushed and bounced over to the ritual circle he had prepared earlier. “I’m ready, my lord. You’re… finally going to make me yours.”

      That was more like the Fyre he knew.

      When he reached into her mind, he already knew something was wrong.

      For one thing, she didn’t lash out against him. Even Sunstorm had pushed back, and she trusted him implicitly after Kadria’s intervention.

      Instead, he slid right past the outer layer of her mind and drifted toward her core. This process involved severing the connection to her old Bastion and attaching new tethers to his mind.

      Her mind continued to ignore him. It didn’t caress him or press thoughts against him. Instead, it felt unnaturally still. Manicured, almost. Nathan drifted past thoughts and emotions, but he didn’t look at them.

      Something told him that doing so would be a mistake. He didn’t know why, but it was just a feeling.

      Her core looked normal, but felt wrong. He couldn’t feel the power in the tethers that led out of her mind.

      Nathan felt as though he was a figure in a diorama. He knew that everything was fake, but acknowledging this would cause everything to go horribly wrong.

      Did Fyre know ascended magic? Or had she simply found a way to construct powerful mental wards? If so, why didn’t they protect her tethers? Nathan felt that he could sever those and reconnect them, as they seemed to be inert.

      Nathan felt at a crossroads. He wanted to confirm Fyre’s genuineness before he made her his Champion and let her in on the secret.

      But all of his senses told him that this was a trap. There was something wrong here.

      Something familiar, even.

      He assessed his options.

      If he tried to read her mind, then he risked triggering her mental defenses. He might be strong enough to withstand them. But if she was connected to a Messenger—or even worse, another succubus, then he might be attracting attention he didn’t want.

      That option was right out. He lacked evidence that she was connected to a Messenger—a quick scan using what little mental magic he knew showed no connections to her mind other than himself and the tethers he saw. But that didn’t prove anything.

      Nathan’s own mental world had tethers he couldn’t see, after all. Now that he knew mental magic, the parasitic tendril that the Twins had attached to his binding stone had become visible at all times. But Kadria had thousands of tiny tethers attached to him that were only visible when she was using her magic. He had only seen them once. Another succubus could be hiding tendrils like that in Fyre’s mind.

      The next option was to pull out and leave Fyre as is. But that would upset her. Fyre was an ally, and a very important one in the beastkin. He lacked a reason to annoy her, and doing so on the basis of a bad feeling was kind of stupid. With a civil war on the horizon, he needed her support.

      Finally, he could convert her to his Champion. But he needed to make it thorough. Something about these tethers bothered him. He needed to ensure that his connection wouldn’t be broken, even if a succubus had her hooks in the horsegirl. So long as he maintained a connection to Fyre, he could help her or deal with her if something went wrong.

      Nathan decided on that course of action by process of elimination. Very slowly, he severed the other tethers. They still appeared to be inert. Then he attached his own tethers to her core, forming a Champion connection.

      That should have been the end of it.

      For good measure, he set up a warning system in her mind. It wasn’t anything threatening. The warning system was fairly obvious, and supposed to tell him if anybody else intruded.

      He wanted to do more, but he lacked the knowledge. His training in mental magic was too limited. Most of his ability to form magical and mental tethers was limited to binding stones and leylines.

      But he knew someone who had experience in creating them.

      Fyre showed no awareness of Nathan’s suspicions. Instead, she was ecstatic about what he’d done. She and Fei celebrated, and tried to drag Nathan away for his “nap.” Which would likely involve very little napping and a lot of naked beastkin rubbing against him.

      Ciana was more restrained. She lacked a gem still.

      “Soon,” Nathan said as he ruffled her hair.

      She pouted at him. “You’re going to the Spires soon, aren’t you?”

      He hesitated. “I’ll bring your diamonds with me when I do.”

      She perked up. The implication that he’d take her to the Spires was clear.

      After they walked back to the castle, Nathan used some knights as an excuse to shake Fyre and Fei off. Fei needed to introduce the new Champion to her subordinates, and Fyre needed to settle in now that she was officially under him.

      Nathan had a succubus to talk to. The black door in the back of his office called to him.
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      Kadria’s room was empty. Again.

      Nathan poked around in search of clues but came up empty-handed. The room didn’t even smell of her. Not that he remembered if the room ever smelled like her.

      The strange door of the Twins lingered in the corner. It was made of something called plastic, apparently. Nathan didn’t know what that was, and Kadria said he couldn’t make it with the technology of his world.

      He agreed with that conclusion. Despite his best efforts, he failed to understand what the plastic was made of. Creating things using the magic of the binding stone required a basic understanding of the elemental nature of an object.

      If Nathan didn’t know what gold was, then all he’d create was something that looked like gold. The same applied with the strange new elements he found inside the mental worlds of the Messengers. At least he had worked out how to create propane gas.

      Realizing he was stalling, Nathan decided to visit the Twins. Kadria was probably talking to them. Maybe she was lonely.

      Nothing had changed in this world, either. The fake sun streamed onto his face, and an eerily peaceful field greeted him.

      The Twins weren’t grilling food this time. Instead, they lazed on wooden chairs with strange glowing devices in their hands. Bright colors flashed in front of them, and they seemed engrossed by whatever was happening. They had changed back into their signature dresses, and were showing off as much cleavage as possible.

      No sign of Kadria.

      Nathan trotted over to them. “Is this what you do all day?”

      “Can’t use the portal still,” Laura chirped, not looking up. “You’re being really boring lately.”

      “Not what I meant,” he said. “Don’t you spy on what I’m doing? Or come up with plans? Or anything? I don’t know what you really do in here.”

      “Being a Messenger means doing a lot of nothing usually,” Maura said. She grunted as something happened on her device, and she unsummoned it with a flick of her wrist. “We’re not dumb mooks who charge in during the opening scene of the movie in order to show how powerful the heroes are. We destroy entire worlds and nations. Can’t do that every day.”

      Nathan felt pretty glad about that. Although their casual approach to death and destruction bothered him.

      “That means you can’t do anything while you’re here,” he said slowly.

      “Yeah, that’s right. I overheard the little goat tell you last time. We’re hitching a ride with you.” She pointed her fingers at him. “The upside is that we’re the closest Messengers to taking you for a nice, long ride. The downside is that we’re stuck with you until we break out of the portal and take control of other binding stones.”

      Nathan thought of the tendril attached to his binding stone.

      “In the end, the invasions are a battle over the binding stones,” he said.

      “Yeah, pretty much. Seems a bit juvenile when you put it that way.” Maura shrugged. “The goat would say something like ‘they are the nexus of power in this world, and our chaotic flows must be focused through them’ or some shit. But basically, we need to take them off you Bastions so we can have our fun. They’re our ticket into your world.”

      Maura’s impression of Kadria brought a smile to his face. He shook his head afterward.

      When he looked at her again, she frowned at him.

      “Where is the flat goat, anyway?” Maura asked.

      Laura looked up from her device. A moment later, she banished it.

      “Yeah, where is she? Did you come here looking for her?” the dumber sister asked.

      Or at least, Nathan imagined Laura as the dumber sister. Maura definitely seemed to know a lot more about what was going on than her sister.

      “I did. You don’t know where she is?” He clicked his tongue. “I didn’t think she could just vanish like that. She’s always been somewhere.”

      The succubi ignored him. Instead, they both rose from their seats. Lewd grins crossed their faces and he felt magic press against his mind.

      “Oh, don’t think about her,” Laura purred. Her voice echoed in his mind, as if she were somehow kissing it through his skull.

      “That’s right, the silly little goat isn’t here. We are. Think of what fun things we might do,” the other sister cooed.

      They stood in front of him, but their voices echoed around him, inside him, everywhere. Mental magic, naturally. They messed with his perception to make him hear and perceive things differently, and to give their voices a seductive, ethereal edge. Strength began to leave his limbs.

      Ghostly fingers rubbed his prick, and it hardened instantly, pressing painfully against his pants. They giggled and stepped closer. Their hands lowered the tops of their dresses, revealing their obscenely huge tits.

      Close enough, Nathan decided.

      Instantly, he summoned a mass of magic from his binding stone.

      The entire world twisted forty-five degrees like a picture being torn by a child. The Twins screamed and jumped backward, but Nathan grabbed both of them by the shoulders. Their eyes widened, filling with fear.

      Their voices slipped out of his mind. He stood there, looking between the two terrified succubi.

      “I’m not very good at mental magic. But I am very good at casting wards, it seems,” he growled. “Do that again and we’ll find out how good I really am at mental magic.”

      They nodded several times, eyes wide.

      Laura slunk away and cowered in her chair, shoulders hunched.

      But Maura didn’t. She remained in his grasp, staring at him. Those demonic black and red eyes of hers stared into his. Slowly, they narrowed.

      “Damn, no wonder she’s after you,” Maura purred. “You came here to ask her something, right? Why don’t you get some help from real succubi, instead of an arrogant little goat.”

      He pointedly looked at their horns. The Twins each had two curly goat horns, and Kadria had four.

      “Yeah, fuck you. The horns are part of the whole succubus thing.” Maura poked his chest, then hefted her huge rack with her other arm. “I’m talking about these. Even that catgirl of yours doesn’t have ones as big as these.”

      “I’m pretty sure normal women don’t have breasts so large they shatter their spine with every step,” Nathan drawled.

      “They’re great, right?” Maura grinned. “One of the best parts of being a succubus is that you can reshape your body to some extent. It’s a pain in the ass, but it pays off. Dunno why the squirt looks like she does. Even if she does have an amazing ass.”

      “Is there a reason you dislike her so much?” he asked, changing the topic away from Maura’s assets.

      “I mean, she’s a bitch. Plenty of reason to hate her. But come on, sit down. Grab a beer from the cooler. Let’s talk. I bet I can help you with whatever your problem is, and tell you why Kadria’s a useless slut. It’ll be fun,” Maura said.

      “We could use some fun,” Laura said without looking up. “It gets pretty boring playing the same video games for all eternity.”

      Despite his misgivings, Nathan had no choice. Kadria was missing, and he needed help from a succubus.

      Plus, he knew so little about the Twins. Unlike Kadria, he appeared to have some level of control over them. Until they invaded through the portal again, they weren’t that threatening.

      Although he needed to continue to improve his mental wards. He doubted their next attack would be so weak. Laura’s attempt during the invasion had been worse. If they slipped through his defenses, then everything was over. Playing with the Twins was a dangerous game, even if the reward appeared to be tantalizingly sweet.

      Nathan stepped over to a bright blue box on the ground. A multitude of brown bottles sat within it, encased in ice. He reached in and pulled one out. The label was written in a language he didn’t recognize, although it appeared similar to the writing in the Empire.

      “Huh. I didn’t know we had German beers in there,” Maura said, staring at the bottle of beer in confusion.

      “How do I open this?” Nathan asked. There was a cap on top, but he suspected he’d break the entire top off while trying to remove it.

      Maura clicked her fingers and the cap vanished. That was one way, he supposed.

      After sitting down, he tasted the beer. It was a lager. For whatever reason, it tasted similar to the ones brewed in the Empire over winter, but far cleaner and it seemed to pop in his mouth.

      “I guess there are only so many ways to make beer,” he said.

      “And that’s where you’d be wrong,” Maura said.

      Nathan didn’t follow up on that statement. Ignorance was bliss, sometimes.

      “So, what exciting shit has happened in the world of Nathan the almighty?” Maura asked. A beer had appeared in her hand as well, although it somehow made her look far cruder.

      Then again, crude was a very apt description for the Twins. Especially Maura.

      “Don’t you pay attention to what’s going on outside?” he asked.

      “Can’t.”

      He blinked. “But Kadria—”

      She growled at him. He rolled his eyes and changed the topic. Clearly, Kadria had a sweeter position than these two busty parasites.

      “As a Bastion, I poke into the mental worlds of my Champions. Now that I’m learning about mental magic, I’m realizing how shit I am at it,” he said, deciding to leave his ego out of things and be honest.

      This pair were succubi. They knew exactly how competent he was at mental magic. Trying to wave his dick around was an ill-advised proposition.

      “Uh, not how I’d describe you,” Maura said with a raised eyebrow.

      “I mean, he’s not that great,” Laura mumbled.

      “You can shit talk him after you find a way to make him fuck you,” the darker sister snapped. She turned back to Nathan. “We weren’t at the top of our game when we invaded, but you did damn well against us. Most Bastions use magical artifacts to protect themselves, like the old man did. You’re the first one who didn’t. I expected you to be enjoying a nice, long ride while your Champions watched, to be honest.”

      A magical artifact? That was the first Nathan had heard of such a thing. He knew that Trafaumh supposedly had some secret anti-succubus weapons, according to Jafeila, but he had never seen any.

      “I’ll take the compliment, but the more I learn about ascended magic, the less confident I feel,” he grumbled. “I’m getting pretty good at wards, but I feel so shallow at everything else. As if I’m learning a little bit of everything, but none of it is useful enough for actual application. I think I need to focus on something.”

      And mental magic appeared to be the easiest and the most relevant, he thought. He had succubi to teach him, and problems that needed mental magic to solve.

      If it turned out there was a succubus behind Fyre, then he’d be ready for her. If he was wrong, then the magic would still be useful against the Twins or to help him with all this political nonsense.

      “Hmm. Let’s see if I can’t give you a Kadria-like response.” Maura grinned as she drank her beer. “What you’ve realized is that you’re in school and learning like a child. A little bit of everything, no depth to anything. You either bury yourself in debt to learn the real stuff, or everybody laughs you out of interviews while you suffer in a shitty home with a deadbeat dad.”

      “I don’t think Kadria answers like that,” he said drily. “Also, I don’t think that really applies to me.”

      “Sure it does.” Maura smirked and leaned toward him. “You can make a deal with me and I can help you escape the doldrums of this world, or you continue sucking at mental magic.”

      Yeah, Nathan didn’t think he’d take that deal.

      “Uh huh. And how do I learn without selling my soul to you?” he asked, rolling his eyes.

      “Tch. Fine,” Maura said. She vanished her beer before standing up and walking over to him. “The answer doesn’t really change, though. I can teach you how to ruin some minds, but you need to let us in.”

      “No,” he said, about to stand and leave.

      “Wait!” she snapped.

      He paused, waiting to see if she offered anything of value.

      “You already let Kadria in,” the succubus said. “This won’t be any different. We don’t magically slip past your mental wards. But think about it. Do you really know what that little goat is up to? Do you even know why she brought you here?”

      Nathan nearly bought into Maura’s words. She had a point. He didn’t know.

      But he did remember the recent conversations he had with Kadria. Most of his problems with her came from not asking for her help. And she had promised she was working on something to help him.

      “She said we’re partners,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t regret this. “I don’t think you’re offering the same deal.”

      With those words, he stood up and walked to the door. Once Kadria returned, he’d badger her into more lessons.

      A pair of arms latched onto his waist before he left.

      “Oh, come on!” Maura whined. “This is so unfair. Look, if I explain some of the basics of mental magic, will you at least promise to think about it? It’s so boring in here!”

      “You’ll teach me if I think about working with you?” he asked, incredulous.

      “Seriously think about it.” Her eyes flashed. “No bullshit. We’re already in this world. We can help you way more than Kadria can, once shit goes down.”

      That got his attention.

      “Alright, it’s a deal. But you need to explain what you mean by that,” he said.

      He sat back down and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake.

      Maura pulled out another bottled beer. This one looked substantially different to the one that Nathan had pulled out himself.

      He took one sip and frowned. “Is everything you drink a lager?”

      “Is that rare or something here?” Maura asked as she sat beside him. Laura appeared uninterested in what they were up to.

      “We only brew it in the winter, and it’s only really popular in the Empire. Even then, nothing has the same amount of… pop, that this has.” Nathan shook the bottle, and watched as the beer foamed up.

      “That’s carbonation.”

      “You mean like in champagne?”

      “Oh, so you do know what it is,” Maura said. “Anyway, let’s talk magic, not beer. I drink this stuff, not make it.”

      She settled in for what appeared to be a long lecture. Nathan wondered what he was about to learn.

      “Let’s start with the basics. I don’t know what you do and don’t know,” Maura said. “Everything comes back to the magic that enters the world through the binding stones.”

      “Wait, what?” Nathan asked, sitting up in surprise.

      “Huh, you didn’t know that? Yeah, the binding stones draw in magic. That’s why they’re the meeting points of all the leylines. The magic they gather is transferred into the world using those leylines, and life absorbs the ambient magic in the air, ground, and water.” Maura made a face. “Kadria loves to say shit about magic and science, but this stuff always sounds like a physics lesson to me.”

      Nathan remained silent. Despite how basic this sounded to Maura, it was confirming things that he had only suspected. Humanity lacked a lot of knowledge on how the world worked.

      It was difficult to systematically collect data and prove theorems on reality-bending rocks that doubled as national super weapons.

      “Anyway, magic is in everything living. Plants, animals, potatoes, your cock.” She leered at him for a moment. “But you also use it for magic. You guys use those funky spell frames with triangles and pentagons and shit, but it’s all just a way to convert magic into something real.”

      “I know this part,” Nathan said. “We need an equivalent amount of magic to create physical things and elements such as fire. The same goes for raw magical spells like barriers, the wireless, and controlling summons. The spell frames amplify magic, letting us use less magic.”

      “Bzzzzt, wrong.” Maura poked him.

      He stared at her.

      “I mean, you’re mostly right, but you’re wrong enough that I bet it’s fucking with your ability to use ascended magic,” she explained. “Look, magic is just energy. So is everything else. Fire? That’s just heat and light. Is something moving? That’s what we call kinetic energy. Your barriers are just huge walls of glowing kinetic energy—that’s why they break. If you hit them with more force than they can repel, they shatter.”

      “What do spell frames do?” he asked, frustrated. “If everything is one-to-one, aren’t they pointless?”

      “They let you draw in large amounts of ambient magic efficiently. That’s why you can’t use weaker spell frames for stronger spells. If you had enough magic in your body to blow up an army, then the world would burn down every time someone died. You jumpstart a spell using your magic, but rely on the magic of the world around you for the big stuff. That’s why magical dead zones can exist.” Maura grinned. “Heh. Not so dumb now, am I?”

      Nathan scowled in response, but he had to admit that her explanation made sense.

      Very little was known about spell frames and how magic was used in general. Nathan wasn’t much of a mage, but he knew that a lot of knowledge had come from Omria herself. If Maura knew this much, it suggested that the goddess had withheld a lot of information. But why?

      Because now that Nathan knew this, it changed the entire way he approached using magic. It explained why using leylines made it so much easier and faster to cast spells, and why empowering spells with the binding stones was so effective. If there was a way to replicate this for other mages, the world could be changed overnight.

      “How does this apply to ascended magic?” he asked, changing the subject.

      “Ascended magic alters the world itself and has its own rules. If you’re distorting space or creating a pocket dimension, it’s kind of hard to talk about kinetic energy and shit. But it does run on the same magic, which is why you can use spell frames for it. You don’t need to, though,” she said.

      “I tried not using them, but I find it a lot easier with them.”

      “Suit yourself.” Maura shrugged. “Anyway, just think of ascended magic as super magic. You can technically do anything it does with the natural elements, but the magic requirements are way higher. I can wave my hand and remove stuff from existence. The amount of magic you’d need to permanently create a grain of sand with the natural elements is enough to vaporize a city.”

      “Let’s not do that,” Nathan said.

      “Boring,” she chirped, then smirked. “Because it’s time to talk about the mental stuff. Your body is full of magic, right? Well, so is your mind. It’s a separate thing, which is why you can enter it with magic. Mental tethers are magical connections as well—they’re basically mini-leylines, purpose built to carry magic for you.”

      Was that why Nathan felt such an overwhelming presence in his mind whenever he went to dive into his binding stones? He had always wondered about that.

      More to the point, he asked, “Are mental defenses magical as well? I never used mental magic before.”

      “Oh no, you did. You just didn’t realize it. Whoever trained you Bastions did a great job teaching you just enough to do your jobs, but not enough to be too dangerous,” she said. “Your mind makes up everything you are. Your thoughts, desires, emotions, memories. Change those, and you change the person. That’s why mental magic is so cool.”

      The wicked grin on Maura’s face was a reminder not to trust her. Anyone who could say how important one’s sense of self was, then say it was cool to be able to change it, was someone to be very wary around.

      “Bastions do a great job of harming their Champions,” Nathan said coldly. “I’d say they know plenty to be dangerous.”

      Maura rolled her eyes. “That’s just incompetence. The mind is super fragile. It’s like…” She looked around for something then huffed. “Imagine you have a really small balloon. Okay? Now you take a really big jug and keep pouring water into it. What happens to the balloon?”

      “It breaks?”

      “Yup. And that’s what you dumbass Bastions do to your Champions when you fuck around in their heads too much. Mental magic is all about not frying your target because your dick was too big for the hole you put it in. I mean, there’s also the passive stuff, but I don’t know how to teach you that. For us succubi, we have a third eye that lets us see mental stuff. We see your emotions and surface thoughts as little glowing pop-ups next to your head.”

      That creeped Nathan out. Even with all of his mental wards, he had no way to stop something he fundamentally didn’t understand.

      For now, he focused on the mental magic training being offered.

      “Can you teach me how to safely traverse minds? I don’t want to control them, or manipulate them. I just need to better understand them,” he said.

      “I mean, the techniques aren’t much different,” Maura answered. “You need ways to slip past mental defenses, to sever tethers, to forcibly calm minds, and to penetrate other mental magic. I think it’s time for some hands-on training.”

      Hours later, he regretted accepting her offer. His brain hurt. For many reasons.

      The Twins were a headache by themselves. But the actual practice physically harmed him.

      As he suspected, they had held back earlier. Maura’s lessons left his mind feeling bruised. His thoughts felt sluggish.

      Nathan realized how dangerous the current situation was. At any moment, the Twins could attack him. They had the ability to overwhelm his tired mind. Learning from them had been a mistake.

      “Holy shit, you are the most paranoid fucking dude I’ve ever met. I can’t imagine what the wards around your mental core are like,” Maura said. Her sister had fallen asleep long ago out of boredom, as she wanted nothing to do with teaching. “No wonder your wards are so fucking strong. I bet you hear a strange sound while walking alone and you immediately consider fifty things it could be, and how you’d respond to each of them.

      “Not really,” he said. “Because the response to most things I’d encounter on a walk alone in my castle is probably a friendly wave.”

      She ignored his jibe and leaned back in her chair. The sun had set in this strange world of theirs, and unfamiliar stars were drawn in chalk on the black sky.

      “Look, mental magic is driven by your emotional state. The same goes for all ascended magic, but this stuff even more so,” she explained. “If you want to control others, you need to desire to control them. If you want them begging and panting, well, you need to be a slut.”

      At least she was self-aware.

      “All ascended magic?” he asked, repeating her earlier point.

      “That’s what I’m told.” Maura shrugged. “I’m not great at this stuff. Like, fucked if I know how opening a hole between dimensions has anything to do with your emotions or shit.”

      They fell silent for a while.

      Eventually, Nathan decided to simply ask Maura something, “Does the appearance of somebody’s mental world tell you something about them?”

      “Well, duh. Yours is like a fortress. Lots of layers and traps, and then you attack us if we slip through.” Maura pressed her hands together like a vice. “But you’re also aware of mental magic, which means you’re reshaping your mental world. Normal folks aren’t usually that different. Even Bastions and powerful mages tend to have pretty similar minds once you get past their exterior defenses.”

      Alarm bells went off in Nathan’s mind.

      “So, if two of my Champions appeared to be able to deceive me when I was inside their heads…” he began to ask.

      “Yeah, there’s something up there.” She grinned at him. “I can help you with that, you know. Take a look myself. All you have to do is let me. A single tether to your mind. Not even as strong as Kadria’s.”

      He gulped. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Heh. You seriously meant it that time.” Maura sighed. “Fine, whatever. You’re cute, so I’ll give you this for free. What’s up with them?”

      “One floods me with lewd thoughts when I’m inside her—”

      “No wonder. You’re inside her.” Maura winked. “Next time, don’t stick your dick in her while visiting her mind.”

      He ignored her jab, and explained Fyre’s problem, “The other feels fake. I felt like her mind was a huge trap, or a diorama. Even when I transferred control of her gems to me, something felt off. That’s why I wanted better mental magic. So I could investigate if a succubus was behind her.”

      “Huh. Yeah, that’s weird.” Maura stared at a wall. “I’d say that’s paranoia, but… I wouldn’t worry about the first one. That’s a fairly basic mental defense. Child’s play once you practice a little. Don’t be like the little goat, who never bothered to learn and just reads surface thoughts and emotions.”

      “But you don’t know about the second one,” he finished.

      “What’s she like as a person?”

      “Difficult to read.” Nathan bit his lip, then decided to be honest. Maura was being surprisingly helpful—although her reason was clear, given she wanted him to make a deal with her. “She idolizes me, but is also a rabble-rouser and firebrand. Good with words. Excellent fighter. Dutiful.”

      Maura let out a whistle. “Sounds great. Also gives me no idea what could be up. People with… issues have strange mental worlds. She could also be a user of mental magic.”

      “That would be unheard of,” he said.

      “True. But you’ve unsettled this world. Who knows what’s going on. I’ve seen some really fun stuff over the years.”

      Maura stood up and walked over to her twin. He took this is as the opportunity to leave and walked to the door.

      “Remember your promise, Nathan,” Maura called out, her sister in her arms. “Just a single tether, and we can do a lot. You won’t regret it. And just think of the orgies.” She winked at him.

      As he left the strange world of the Messengers, Nathan did his best not to think of the orgies. He could not say the same about his crotch.

      Over the coming weeks, he slowly practiced his mental magic, among other things. Nothing appeared to be awry with his new Champion. Everything proceeded apace.

      One morning, Seraph opened his door. She wore her usual outfit, and the red and black dress hugged her curvaceous figure delightfully. Her smirk made it clear that his gaze was welcome, as his eyes drank in her figure and cleavage.

      “Carriages from the Spires have arrived at Castle Forselburg,” she told him. “Ambassador Sureev wishes for you to meet him there, and then head to the Spires to meet with the Council of Aurelia.”
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      “Who’s with him?” Nathan asked Seraph as they walked to the gateway in Gharrick Pass.

      “A pair of hunters. Your beloved Astra is nowhere to be seen.” Seraph smirked at him.

      “I don’t think I’d call her beloved.”

      “She certainly would.”

      No, she wouldn’t. But he left that part unsaid.

      They walked through the main hall of Gharrick Pass, which bustled with activity. Guards patrolled the walkways. Clerks walked past with bundles of paperwork and stationery. Castle staff carried supplies from wagons. Noise drifted in from the open doors, as the knights undertook their daily drills.

      Nathan’s destination was the basement. Huge suits of armor stood beside a solid steel door. Runes glowed on the door, visually warning any intruders to stay away. Nathan supposed they also told intruders that this door was important, but they’d get a nasty surprise if they tried to break through.

      The suits of armor lit up with light as he and Seraph descended the staircase toward them. Unlike other areas of the castle, this one wasn’t protected by knights. Only Nathan’s Champions had access to the basement.

      With a wave of his hand and a surge of magic, he unlocked the door and it opened. Once through, it slammed shut behind him and Seraph.

      A long, empty corridor greeted him. At the far end was an archway over solid stone. The gateway. A few doorways stood off to the side.

      One of those doorways contained the binding stone of Gharrick Pass. Nathan didn’t have a reason to check on it, so he ignored it.

      “I take it Narime’s talking with Sureev?” he asked.

      “As much as she can. I’d describe her as ‘strained,’ when she spoke to me over the wireless,” Seraph replied. “I’ve dealt with dark elves briefly. Sureev is the same as all the others—a massive asshole.”

      Nathan laughed. “I’m pretty sure they started training Sureev to look down on everyone that wasn’t a dark elf from the moment he opened his eyes. Being realistic about the dark elves is only smart.”

      “He likes you,” Seraph said.

      “He thinks he can use me,” Nathan corrected. “Like I said, we need to be realistic. The Council isn’t inviting us to the Spires for a friendly chat. They’re inviting us because there is something in it for them. If we forget that, then someone will kick us off one of their massive towers and we’ll plummet to our deaths.”

      “How optimistic of you.”

      “Somebody has to be,” he replied.

      They stood in front of the gateway. Despite appearing to be a featureless wall, magic radiated off it. Nathan felt it in his bones, without making any attempt to sense it.

      He touched the wall, and it shimmered like the surface of a pool of water. A circle of white light erupted from his hand, expanding to the edges of the archway over the wall. After a few seconds, a solid white door stood in front of him.

      “After you,” he said, gesturing to Seraph.

      She pushed him through the gateway in response.

      Pure white filled his vision. He stumbled to a halt, reaching out to stabilize himself against the wall on the other side of the gateway. When his eyesight returned, he found himself in a small room inside the basement of Castle Forselburg.

      Seraph stepped through behind him, then continued walking.

      The binding stone of the castle sat in this chamber and glowed a dull white. Given he was here, Nathan brushed it with his hand and checked on it.

      Time itself slowed. Seraph’s sashay ground to a halt. Nathan had an eternity to admire her ass, if he wanted to. And she wouldn’t even be able to tease him about it, as she was completely unaware.

      Time dilation was one of the more powerful abilities that a Bastion had access to. When Nathan dove into the mental world of his binding stones, his awareness of the physical world accelerated a thousand fold. Even the blink of an eye became slow to him.

      Most of the time, he used it to give him more time to think and strategize. That was invaluable during battle. But he also needed that time to do anything with binding stones. Bending reality wasn’t easy. The time dilation allowed Nathan to do fantastically complicated things.

      Nathan sank into his mind and the binding stone. In the back of his mind, he felt a gargantuan presence—almost alive and powerful enough to consume him. But once he dove into it, it split up into a series of smaller entities.

      Four of these were larger than the others. These were mental nodes, and represented the binding stones he controlled. One each for Gharrick Pass, Castle Forselburg, Fort Taubrum, and Castle Tartus. Each had a fine mental tether connected to him, and to each other.

      Many more tethers ran to small nodes and entities. Nathan had been connecting himself to the leylines and cairns in his territory. Doing this enabled him to further enhance the range of his Bastion abilities, which became less efficient the farther he was from a binding stone.

      “God, that thing is ugly,” Nathan said, once again seeing something that didn’t belong here.

      A fat, pulsing tendril of power was hooked into Gharrick Pass’s binding stone. It led out of his mental world.

      Once, he had mistaken it for a connection to Kadria. In reality, this tendril belonged to the Twins. This was their parasitic connection to Gharrick Pass, and through it, to his mind.

      What he couldn’t see were thousands of little tethers connected to himself from Kadria. He knew they existed, but they remained invisible.

      Everything looked normal, so he returned to reality. Time sped back up.

      Seraph looked back at him. “Why did you use binding stone magic?”

      “Explain to me again how you can sense that?” he asked.

      “I told you before, I can sense your mental state,” she said. “The hooks you place in Champions run both ways, and I’ve gotten pretty good at reading the connection. Think of it like trying to make out sound by pressing your head against the ground and listening to vibrations.”

      “Does that really work?” he asked. “I thought that was a myth.”

      “The beastkin are pretty good at it. Doesn’t Fei have a dog lieutenant that hunts like that?” Seraph said.

      “Kara,” he replied. “She’s a Champion candidate.”

      “I bet she’s keen on that.” Seraph winked, but there was an odd look in her eyes.

      He grunted in response, then shifted the topic away from horny beastkin. “So, what, you can tell whenever I look at my binding stones?”

      “Yes. You’ve been doing it a lot lately. It’s been concerning me.”

      “No, I haven’t.” He tilted his head. “Wait, are you sure you’re not just mixing it up with whenever I use mental magic?”

      Seraph stared at him. “Nathan, don’t take this the wrong way, but hearing you say that you can use mental magic is terrifying. Especially after your recent revelation that you’re working with a Messenger.”

      He winced. “Not like that.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      They walked out of the basement and toward Narime’s office. Guards kept watch. The atmosphere was tense as they saluted Nathan. He returned the salute.

      No dark elves to be seen.

      Narime refused to do paperwork, so Seraph had a dedicated unit of clerks posted here. The door to their offices remained locked tight.

      While Nathan could go inside, there was no reason to. The fact the doors were shut said a lot about the current situation, though.

      “I’m trying to expand my repertoire of magic,” he explained to Seraph as they ascended to the upper floors of the keep. Nathan hadn’t wasted energy on rebuilding Castle Forselburg, so it still retained its extremely tall, phallic shape.

      “By becoming an incubus?” Seraph teased. “Do you plan to fight fire with fire when the Twins attack again?”

      “That’s… Hmm.” He paused and stroked his chin. “I didn’t think of that. It’s a terrible plan, though.”

      “I imagine so, yes. They’re literal sex demons, and you’re still human, Nathan.” Her eyes flashed. “Remember that while you’re dabbling with ascended magic. Everything I know about the topic suggests that there’s a price to pay.”

      “You certainly know a lot about ascended magic,” he said, staring her down.

      “After Kurai fell, I was taught many of the secrets that the Guardian Council knew. Or, that some of them knew, given Narime doesn’t know some of this.” Seraph’s expression darkened and she looked out a window.

      Nathan stopped, realizing that Seraph was talking to him seriously about her past for once.

      “We thought very little about the world outside our little bubble.” Seraph let out a ragged sigh. “There aren’t many people left who know how Kurai fell. It’s a deep, dark secret. Hearing from you how cascades truly work, about the true power of Messengers, and the apocalyptic power they hold… It makes me realize just how pathetic my homeland was.”

      He remained silent. Narime always spoke about Kurai solemnly or wistfully. To the old fox, her homeland was a cherished memory that had been lost forever. Kurai’s fall had been a tragedy to her.

      Seraph saw things differently.

      “I don’t want you to make those same mistakes, Nathan.” She faced him, before stepping up to him and pressing a hand against his cheek. Her eyes stared directly into his, as if trying to see into his mind. “It’s taken me my entire life to find a man who actually knows what they’re doing. I’d hate to lose him because he repeated history.”

      Nathan held her hand with his, but his eyes hardened at her words. “Repeating history is the one thing I won’t do.”

      She smiled at him. “Good. I’m looking forward to seeing that at the Spires.”

      They broke apart, then rose the last flight of steps to Narime’s office.

      A dark elf Champion stood outside. Like all hunters, this Champion swathed herself in robes from head-to-toe and covered her gems. Nathan didn’t recognize her.

      He did find it curious that Sureev brought hunters this time, instead of normal Champions. To Nathan’s knowledge, only the Bastions commanded the hunters. As a mere ambassador, he shouldn’t be working with them on normal visits—his last visit with Astra had been special, given he had been collecting Torneus.

      A pair of beastkin knights played cards next to the hunter. The tension was thick enough that it seemed to cling to Nathan’s skin.

      The knights saluted, and he returned it before heading inside the office.

      Sureev stood inside with another hunter. His skin was the color of ash and his tailored silk suit matched his natural hue. Dark elves had a wide variety of skin tones—from tanned to charcoal black. Human artists had a thing for chocolate-colored skin for some reason, although it was a rarity in reality.

      This man was the dark elf ambassador to the Anfang Empire. His face bore a sneer that Nathan suspected had settled on his face at some point in childhood, and was probably his resting expression.

      Narime sat behind her desk, slowly combing out a tail, while Sureev attempted to incinerate her with his eyes. Both of them looked up at Nathan when he entered.

      “Ah, Bastion Nathan,” Sureev greeted him, his expression instantly shifting to a bright smile. “Or is it Lord Nathan, now? I heard so many interesting things during my recent trip to Aleich. It was a truly exciting trip, for once.”

      To Nathan’s surprise, the ambassador offered a handshake. The hunter stared at Sureev as if he had grown a second head.

      Nathan took the outstretched hand, and they exchanged a firm handshake. “You visited His Majesty?”

      “And Her Imperial Highness,” Sureev stressed, his expression tightening briefly. “I had many duties to attend to. Hardly a surprise, given how busy the Empire is, and how strong the relationship between the Spires and the Empire is right now. Today is proof of that.”

      They pulled away from each other, but Nathan gave Sureev a nod. He’d gotten the message.

      Sureev knew about Alice and her eventual move for the throne. Nathan needed to follow up on that in private later.

      “His Majesty told me you’d visit when it was time. Is it?” Nathan asked.

      “It is. We should leave as soon as possible. I would have sent word sooner, but…” Sureev paused, before letting out a cough. “The One True Council of Aurelia has countless matters to attend to, given their role within the Spires. But an opportunity has arisen, and they wish to extend you the unprecedented courtesy of observing the trial of former High Lord Torneus.”

      It took Nathan a moment to realize that “as soon as possible” meant “now.” Narime straightened up in her chair, her eyes widening.

      Nathan mentally checked on whether he had anything important that needed to be done.

      “I am honored to receive the invitation, and of course, I accept,” he said politely, hiding his exasperation. “I’ll bring Seraph, Narime, and Fei with me—I believe you’re familiar with my Champions, at least by reputation.”

      “They will make for excellent escorts. There are no issues with them,” Sureev said.

      Nathan blinked, but managed to withhold his surprise. “I see.” Then he recalled another promise of his with Ciana. “I also have a Champion-in-training with me. I can’t leave her behind.”

      Sureev’s lips thinned. “That should be fine as well, although I do not know of her. I recommend that she remains with one of your respected Champions at all times while within the Spires.”

      Not even that had shaken Sureev. Nathan gave up on the political nonsense and simply smiled at Sureev while raising his arms in a shrug. “Can you give thirty minutes to organize things over the wireless, Sureev? I run the military of an entire duchy and defend five portals. I can’t exactly drop everything and walk off these days.”

      The ambassador chuckled. “I’m certain that I can find something to amuse myself with while you prepare to leave. I noticed some unfamiliar bottles in one of the storerooms that I passed. If you don’t mind…?”

      Narime clicked her tongue, but Nathan let Sureev poke around.

      The dark elves left. Once he was gone, Nathan quickly warded his office.

      “He’s talking about my sake, isn’t he?” Narime growled, her tails rising behind her.

      “Probably. We’ll give him a case as a gift,” Nathan said.

      The fox glared at him.

      “He’s an ally, Narime.”

      “To you,” the fox spat. “He asked if I was pregnant, and whether I could defend the portal in my current state.”

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t an asshole,” Nathan said. “And I guarantee you that the hunters were just as bad, even if they didn’t say anything.”

      Narime scowled, but said nothing.

      “What was that about the handshake?” Seraph asked. “I thought the hunter was about to die of shock.”

      “Dark elves see all other races as lesser. A handshake indicates that I am equal. Even as an ambassador, it’s a huge faux pas for Sureev to shake hands with a human.” Nathan frowned. “Or it’s a sign that there’s something big going on in the Spires. He shouldn’t have let me bring three Champions—four if you include Ciana. It was a fight to bring two last time, plus Nurevia.”

      In his original world, when he had gone with Charlotte and Gareth, the Council had limited their presence. Even in the face of the end of the world, they looked down on everyone else. Nurevia had been the only Champion allowed near the Council. Gareth hadn’t even been allowed to bring a Champion. Nathan had brought Vala and Narime, but that was it.

      Later visits hadn’t been much better.

      What was going on in the Spires?

      “I suppose we’ll find out once we get there,” Seraph said. Then she tilted her head to one side. “Shouldn’t I stay behind to run everything?”

      “Anna and Kuda can do their jobs for once,” he replied, although Seraph glared at him in response. “Get on the wireless and delegate your work, then. You’re coming with me to the Spires. I’m taking all of my duogems, save Fyre—and both you and Narime are my smartest and sharpest Champions.”

      “Ah.” Narime smiled at him.

      Both women stepped up to him, and the fox’s tailed curled around him.

      “You could have said that to begin with,” Seraph said. “I’ll never refuse a compliment. But who’s smarter?”

      “Shoo,” he said, refusing her bait. “Go delegate your work. I need to talk to Fei, Ciana, and Anna.” He clicked his tongue. “Shit, I’ll also need to let Vera know that her Bastion training will be delayed. And Sen needs to change her training and—”

      “We get it. You’re busy.” Narime rolled her eyes and pushed him toward the wireless in the corner. “Go tell your distraught harem how much you’ll miss them for the next few weeks.”

      “I’ll miss you, Narime,” he said flatly.

      Her tails slapped him in the back of the head as he walked away. He considered annoying her more, but realized she might not use her tails next time.

      An hour passed while he spoke to everybody over the wireless. He realized that he could spend hours more handling everything and ended up delegating a lot of affairs to Sen and Anna. Fyre could protect Anna from any schemes while he was gone, although he hadn’t found the opportunity to check on her mind again.

      Sen knew how to handle the portals. She still acted a little awkwardly around the knights, but maybe being placed in overall command while everyone else was away would improve matters. At the very least, she hadn’t complained when he put her in charge.

      Not about that, anyway. Her complaints about not getting any sex had been loud enough that half the castle probably heard her shouting over the wireless.

      Cheeky minx.

      Afterward, he joined his Champions in a horseless carriage. Sureev had a carriage of his own, plus a mass of heavily armed and armored dark elf escorts. Like the rest of their military, these dark elf soldiers covered themselves from head to toe in heavy plate and covered every inch of their skin in metal or cloth. Dark elves hated sunlight.

      “Are you sure you’ll be fine, sir?” one of his beastkin knights asked him for the thousandth time. Her tail dropped behind her as she stared at him with wide eyes.

      “The Spires aren’t the place for knights or soldiers,” he said. “I’m taking Captain Fei and my most powerful Champions. You and the rest of the knights need to focus on supporting Sen and Sunstorm. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said sullenly.

      The knights snapped off a noisy salute as he boarded the carriage and set off for the Spires.

      Between the distance they needed to travel and the terrain, the trip took a few days. The Spires sat on the opposite side of Forselle Valley, which split the northern and southern sections of the Gharrick Mountains. The valley itself contained the Forselle River and countless tributaries to it. Fording such a massive river was dangerous, so they took a longer path to use a bridge.

      Fei spent most of the trip staring at the countryside. Ciana did her best not to appear excited to visit the Spires, but eventually gave in and joined Fei with a wagging tail. Narime and Seraph alternated between verbally sparring with each other and questioning Nathan about whatever was on their minds.

      He made a mental note not to travel in the same carriage as the both of them ever again. He only imagined how obnoxious things might be if he was sleeping with Seraph. The two women were competitive to an obscene degree.

      Sleeping turned out to be difficult. Not for physical reasons, but mental ones.

      “You don’t want to return to the Spires,” Narime said to him on the final day of the trip.

      They were approaching the Spires themselves. Yesterday, their shapes had been vaguely visible in the distance. Today, they saw the majesty of some of the oldest structures on Doumahr. The Aurelian Spires predated the Anfang Empire.

      Dozens of sandstone towers reached for the heavens. Legends said that if Omria descended in the Pearlescent Canyon, then she ascended in the Spires. The height of ordinary mage towers were a feeble imitation of the true power of Omria’s chosen people.

      Or at least, that’s what the faeries told everybody. They had built the Spires long ago, supposedly. Back when they were known as the First Peoples, rather than just faeries.

      Beneath the towers was the sprawl to end all sprawls. Doumahr contained many metropolises. Aleich was one of them. But the Spires contained the entirety of the dark elf race inside these towers and the urban rat’s nest beneath them. Even more dark elves lived in the mountains that the Spires were built beside. Millions of people lived here.

      In Nathan’s world, millions had died here.

      “No, I don’t want to come back here,” he admitted, voice low. “My memories of this place are almost uniformly negative.”

      Fei dropped down from the window. Her nose looked slightly squashed after hours of pressing it against the glass. She wagged her tail nervously while staring at him, and the other Champions matched her expression. Ciana had stopped sightseeing some time ago, after the carriage jumped and she bumped her horn against the door.

      “Almost?” Seraph asked.

      “There are a couple of bright memories, although most end up bittersweet.” He sighed.

      “You never went into detail about how things got so bad in your timeline,” Narime said. “It’s hard to imagine.” A pause. “Nathan, what happened?”

      “A lot. I guess that goes without saying,” he said. It was his turn to stare out the window, now that Fei’s ass wasn’t in the way. “When the Federation collapsed, demons poured across the Houkeem Desert. At the same time, a succubus Messenger invaded Arcadia. They were in the depths of civil war. All civilization east of the Gharrick Mountains collapsed, just like that.” He snapped his fingers for effect.

      Seraph and Narime closed their eyes. Unlike Fei or Ciana, they had lived through the destruction of their homeland. They knew firsthand the terrifying speed with which demons tore apart nations.

      “Trafaumh dealt with the succubus. That meant Falmir needed to hold off the hordes of demons pouring across the former Federation. One of the largest defensive operations you can imagine and the Spires were in the middle of it. They didn’t survive it,” he said.

      Seconds passed in silence.

      “None of them? Out of this entire metropolis?” Narime asked in disbelief.

      “A lot of dark elves fled, but the military and Council didn’t,” he said. He shrugged. “It’s a bitter pill to swallow, now that I’m older and wiser. If the dark elves had pulled back en masse, they could have rebuilt. But without the defensive power of the Spires, we probably couldn’t have held back the demons.”

      He fell silent again and simply glared out the window.

      “That’s why you know Astra,” Narime said flatly. “She fought in the last stand.”

      “Yes. She’s the legendary trigem Champion of the Spires. Her power allowed me to win, more or less.”

      “And?” the fox pushed.

      He clenched a fist. “I’m not a stupid, young idiot anymore. I don’t intend to be protected. I’ll do the protecting.”

      “That’s better,” Seraph said with a smile. “It’s fine for you to be haunted by your past. We understand that better than most. But what makes you so attractive is that you never stop moving forward.”

      Narime and Fei agreed. Their tails curled around him, and the temperature in the carriage rose several degrees. Their hands wandered across his legs.

      A cough interrupted them. “Perhaps you can wait?” Seraph suggested, raising an eyebrow.

      “Hush. It’s not my fault you haven’t done anything,” Narime said, her hand firmly on Nathan’s crotch.

      Ciana glared at Narime while Seraph rolled her eyes. Someone might think the horsegirl didn’t agree with Narime’s assessment.

      “No, I think I agree with Seraph,” Nathan said to a pair of whines. “We’re close enough to the Spires themselves that I don’t want to explain this to anybody.”

      “We won’t take that long,” Fei whined.

      “No, but you’ll smell afterward. There’s no shower in the carriage,” he said.

      They stared at him. A moment later, they pulled away from him.

      “Yes, I think you’re right,” Narime said. “Let’s wait until we settle into our rooms.”

      “Yup,” Fei chirped.

      Seraph shook her head in amusement while Ciana looked relieved.

      The carriage pulled into the city. A massive highway stretched over the nest of hovels in the sprawl. Countless carriages ran back and forth along it. Not a single dark elf could be seen out in the sun.

      But Nathan saw humans and beastkin. Smaller roads and highways split off from the causeway they were on. Handcarts and cheaper carriages that relied on manual labor rolled along these roads, and these needed drivers. Naturally, they weren’t dark elves. Bulky collars hung around the neck of almost every human or beastkin visible.

      Just as the human nations enslaved beastkin, so did the non-human nations enslave humans. The Aurelian Spires was infamous for the fact that it allowed slavery of any race except dark elves. Arcadia only allowed human and beastkin slavery, and many humans lived outside of slavery anyway.

      Visiting the Spires was a reminder that the world could be a very unfriendly place.

      Dark elves lurked beneath the shadows of the roads and buildings. Cloth canopies ran between rooftops and over storefronts to block out the sunlight. Most of the dark elves dressed very conservatively, often covering up their entire body. The exceptions stood out, with ostentatious piercings through their exposed body parts and extravagant jewelry adorning their body.

      If a dark elf could wear something on a part of their body, they’d put a hole in it and try. That was how Nurevia had described it to him. She lacked piercings herself, due to her position. Public-facing dark elves such as Champions and ambassadors weren’t allowed piercings, as they knew that other races disliked them.

      But in the Spires, piercings were a sign of prosperity and wealth.

      “Do they all have so many things through their ears and noses?” Fei asked.

      “Most will,” Nathan said. “Don’t bring them up.”

      “They usually like it when you do,” Seraph said.

      “It depends how you bring it up. They know that we don’t like piercings. In Aleich, putting enough wealth to buy a castle into your actual head makes you look like a punk. Here, it’s a sign that you’re so rich that you can wear your wealth. It’s a way to show off,” Nathan said.

      “I never thought of it like that,” Narime said. “They’re basically saying that they are so rich they can afford to never use it, and show it off like that, right?”

      “Yes. If a piercing vanishes, it’s supposedly socially damaging. It means you likely sold off something or were weak enough to be robbed.” He shrugged.

      “I heard that piercings were important in dark elf culture, but this is more extreme than I imagined,” Ciana said, eyes wide as she pressed herself against Fei. The two struggled to stare out the window at the passing city.

      They pulled up outside the largest of the sandstone towers. This was the Jormun Spire, the central spire that housed the Council of Aurelia. Its exterior was surrounded by a steel and sandstone canopy that blocked out the sun.

      When they exited, they found themselves standing in a courtyard the size of Gharrick Pass itself. Not a single civilian was in sight. A solid wall of armored dark elf soldiers blocked off the entrances, including the one they had taken. A crowd formed past them, consisting mostly of humans and beastkin, who jumped and shouted as they tried to see what was happening.

      More guards crowded around Nathan, although they kept their distance. The dark elves eyed the gems of his Champion’s cautiously.

      “Um,” Fei said, eyes wide.

      Ciana clung to Nathan, pulling his cloak around herself with wide eyes. Despite her terror, Nathan gave her a push on the back. She needed to show strength here.

      “Ignore them,” Nathan said. “Follow me and Sureev.”

      Narime and Seraph gave him a sharp look, but said nothing.

      Sureev walked up with both hunters behind him. Nathan stepped up to him, and they fell into step as they walked toward the Jormun Spire’s entrance. More soldiers stood out front. They stepped aside as Nathan approached.

      “They’re scared of us,” Narime said.

      One of the dark elf hunters looked at her and rolled her eyes, as if to say “duh.”

      Sureev grimaced, and nearly stumbled mid-step, but continued walking.

      To cover for himself, he began talking. “It’s been a long trip, so I’ll see you to your rooms and let you settle in. Once the Council is aware of your arrival, we can arrange for proceedings to begin. The Bastions will want to know you are here as well, so I’ll be busy meeting with them shortly.”

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. Had the Council expected him to take longer to arrive?

      Before he could ask, they reached the entrance. The doors didn’t open automatically, and Sureev clicked his tongue. The guards watched nervously from nearby. Shouting reached them from the rowdy crowd beyond the lines of soldiers.

      “What are the interior guards doing?” one of the hunters muttered, speaking for the first time.

      She stepped forward and slammed her hands into the doors. They stood several times Nathan’s height, and were built from solid stone. They ground open, and the noise overwhelmed the crowd. Nathan winced at the noise. Fei, Ciana, and Narime covered their sensitive ears.

      “What is she doing?” Sureev said when the doors opened, eyes widening.

      Inside the lobby of the Jormun Spire stood Astra, her three opal gems shining from her collarbone. She smiled at Nathan.

      “Nathan, good to see you,” Astra said in her brusque manner of speaking.
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      Astra wore a figure-hugging set of dark armor with a violet cape. It was more conservative than Nurevia’s stripper outfit, but showed a lot more skin than the hunters and guards. Her luscious dark thighs peeked out between armored greaves and her breastplate, and she showed some hefty cleavage. White hair was tied in a short ponytail behind her head.

      And, of course, she had three gems set into her collarbone. Three iridescent opals. They were the same as in Nathan’s world, which relieved him. Astra hadn’t changed that much.

      She stood in the center of the tower’s lobby. Every guard kept their distance from her, which made the lobby appear almost empty. A monogem Champion quivered in the far corner.

      Nobody near Nathan moved. Sureev looked at his hunters, but they refused to even look at Astra. Nathan’s own Champions clustered near him, their bodies tense.

      Trigem Champions were on an entirely different level from monogems and duogems. They were exceedingly rare, with only a small number active in the world at a time. The raw power within their bodies allowed them to match weaker Champions without even using their gems. They possessed incredibly powerful gem enhancements and abilities, too.

      Nathan had seen the power of trigems firsthand. Astra’s power allowed her to surpass the limits of immortality. Jafeila had been granted the power to fight Messengers one-on-one in his world. Narime gained the power to cast sixth rank spells and lower almost instantaneously.

      Which is why Nathan took the first step forward and smiled at Astra.

      “Your name’s Astra, isn’t it? Sureev didn’t mention your title the last time we met. I’m amazed that you not only share the same name as the legendary Astra, but are also a trigem Champion,” Nathan said, feeling as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. “It’s such an amazing coincidence.”

      Every eye turned to him, and most weren’t friendly. Nathan felt that the hunters wanted to rip him limb from limb. Even the dark elf guards glared at him, despite their fear. Sureev stared at him in shock, his eyes attempting to escape his skull.

      He had made fun of their legendary Champion. Maybe not the best idea.

      Astra raised a hand to cover her mouth, but he heard the muffled giggle. So did everybody else. The glaring stopped.

      After several moments, she regained her composure and said, “You made fun of me. It’s been so long. Centuries, at least.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Tell me, Nathan. Where do you find your confidence?”

      Sureev remembered that he was supposed to be in charge and interrupted, “Grand Marshal Astra, I believe your duties require your attention elsewhere. Bastion Nathan has had a long journey, and I will lead him to his room now.”

      Astra shot Sureev a look, then ignored him. Although the ambassador fumed, he remained silent. Unlike last time, he wasn’t in command of Astra, and she wasn’t pretending to be a mere hunter.

      After clearing his throat, Nathan said, “I’d be dead if I wasn’t confident. Our enemies don’t care about decorum.”

      “True.” Astra nodded, but her eyes remained narrow. “Am I an enemy? Are you avoiding death now?”

      “I don’t know. Am I?” he replied, meeting her gaze.

      Her green eyes pierced his. As always, there was something chilling about her eyes. He had always found her uncomfortable to be around. Originally, he had thought that was because she simply looked down on others, like her brethren. His memories of Astra were that she valued power over all else.

      Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      “We should fight,” Astra said suddenly.

      The air split with the surprise of everyone around him. Nathan simply rubbed the bridge of his nose. Confused, Astra looked around herself.

      “You mean that we should fight together, don’t you?” he said. “You can speak properly. Why not use more words?”

      She thinned her lips and gave him a haughty look. “You understand me. Why use more words?”

      Each of Nathan’s Champions glared at her. They didn’t appreciate being told they didn’t matter.

      For his part, Nathan found himself frustrated. He didn’t understand Astra that well.

      “Because you’ll create misunderstandings. Like you are right now,” he said. Then he sighed and bowed. “Grand Marshal Astra, it is an honor to meet you. But I am terribly busy. Perhaps we can speak again later.”

      Astra glared at him, then at Sureev, who took a step backward.

      “Fine,” she ground out. “But we will fight. I want to see you shatter demons.”

      She turned and strode out of the lobby.

      Sanity returned shortly afterward. The guards pretended that Astra hadn’t been here, and that they hadn’t abandoned their posts. Sureev’s glare suggested that wouldn’t fly, and the hunters pulled at their hair in embarrassment.

      “Let’s go,” Sureev said, and led them away.

      They walked to the elevators. Given the size of the Spires, there were many of them. They came in all shapes and sizes.

      Sureev waved the Champions into a larger one, before stepping into a small one with Nathan.

      A door made from steel lattice closed, and the elevator began to rise in a series of loud thunks. Nathan hated the noise these contraptions made. They ran on some ancient combination of magical batteries and mechanical instruments that were built into the Spires.

      “How can you talk to her like that?” Sureev asked suddenly.

      “Astra, you mean?”

      “Who else?” he snapped, then calmed down. He brushed down his suit and mumbled an apology. “She can destroy us in an instant. But you talk down to her like she’s just… a woman.”

      Nathan decided not to correct Sureev’s personality problems. He wasn’t here to play psychologist or get involved with whatever issues the ambassador had with women.

      “I spent a long time taking orders without questioning them. Sometimes doing very stupid things, and making dumb mistakes,” Nathan said. “It never led anywhere, as you know.”

      Sureev nodded slowly. “Your father’s reputation precedes him.”

      Nathan let the misunderstanding linger, as he had intended to deceive Sureev into thinking of his false past.

      “Blindly accepting the order of things due to power, nobility, or influence didn’t help me,” Nathan said. “If I didn’t stop letting people walk all over me, I wonder if I ever would have learned how to stand back up.”

      His life in his original world had led nowhere. When he had realized that Kadria was recruiting him, he had confronted that reality. At some point, he had stopped trying to make a difference and accepted the inevitable. Even at the end, when he had chosen death over trying to find another way out. He’d nearly repeated that mistake in this world, when confronted by Vera.

      Breaking that cycle was hard.

      “I didn’t expect those words from you,” Sureev said slowly.

      “Tell me something I haven’t heard.” Nathan chuckled.

      Surprisingly, Sureev did as well. Then he nodded. Slowly at first, then rapidly. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll think on them.”

      The lift came to a stop. Sureev led him and the others to their rooms. Afterward, the ambassador left. He had to meet with the Council and the dark elf Bastions.

      The bedrooms were palatial. This time, Nathan had the room fit for a princess. The bed was large enough to contain an entire harem at once.

      As if to prove that point, all four women jumped on it.

      “Nathan, can you make a bed like this back home?” Fei asked dreamily, as she sank into the covers.

      “I can see it being very useful,” Narime said. Her six silver tails fanned out across the bed without touching any of the others. “Very, very useful. The things we could do on this…”

      Ciana’s face reddened as she watched Fei’s and Narime’s expressions turn from dreamy to lewd. The unicorn remained pure, but only physically. Her mind wandered far too much for Nathan to really call her pure of mind.

      “Can you wait five seconds before you fuck?” Seraph said. “The bed is very nice, though. Your room is obscenely huge. If you’ve been here before—”

      Nathan cut her off and cast wards on the room. She waited patiently for him to finish.

      “Why didn’t you make a bedroom like this before? Huge bed to line everybody up at once, lots of space to stretch out afterward, a bathroom the size of a house. Seems rather obvious to me,” Seraph said.

      “That’s a lot of wasted magical energy and effort. My bedroom is large enough. And I’ve already made the bed pretty damn large.” Nathan frowned. He had increased its size twice this year.

      Once for Narime’s tails, and a second time in anticipation of when Fei, Sunstorm, and Sen finally organized that foursome they chatted about from time to time.

      The topic moved away from Nathan’s bed. They talked about the trip and other matters for some time. Food arrived, and the beastkin poked at the potted fish, blanched vegetables, and baked foods they received.

      “Almost everything is preserved in the Spires,” Nathan explained.

      “I heard about that,” Ciana said, eyes wide. “A book suggested it was because they worry about sieges, or being cut off.”

      “Or maybe it’s a cultural thing, given they used to be slaves under the faeries. Food would have been scarce for them,” Narime said. “A lot of popular food in Kurai was due to how hard it was to grow certain foods.”

      Whatever the reason for their selection of dishes, there wasn’t enough food to feed two famished beastkin. Dark elves had brought the food, but they vanished afterward.

      Nathan knew his way around the Spires, however. He tracked down the kitchen and badgered the human servants. They stared at him in amazement. It didn’t take long to convince them to serve up more food now, and to send much larger amounts in the future.

      Okay, maybe it did take a while. Nathan had to bring Fei over and demonstrate her ability to inhale entire plates of food.

      The night passed as Nathan expected it to. Fei and Narime took turns in his bedroom, as neither were that comfortable with each other yet. Pressing a buxom catgirl against his curvy, fluffy fox would take a little longer.

      “Shouldn’t we have been called to do something? Where’s Sureev?” Narime asked the next day as they played chess.

      They had their own common room. Nobody bothered them, and the servants kept their distance. Nathan suspected the entire floor was empty save for them. This was a room for guests and visitors, after all. How many could there be?

      All the rooms were bedrooms, meeting rooms, kitchens, and the like. The idea was that visitors stayed on the one floor unless escorted elsewhere.

      “He visited around dawn,” Nathan said. “Mentioned that the Council is currently considering another important matter.”

      “Which is?” Narime raised an eyebrow.

      “He didn’t say. He’s the ambassador, not our friend. Although he did appear to be frustrated by whatever it was.”

      “That sounds bad.”

      “Very,” he said. He checkmated Narime, and she glared at him.

      “You should have brought your shogi pieces,” he said with a shrug.

      “I assumed we’d be busier than this,” she said. “You talk up how I’m your strategist, but it kind of hurts to lose to you so often.”

      “It’s only chess.” He laughed. “If being good at chess let you win wars and battles, the entire recruitment process for Bastions would change.”

      “Yet you keep winning.”

      “How many days do you think I’ve wasted like this?” he asked her.

      She remained silent.

      “The answer is a lot. Being buried in paperwork allows me to lose myself in my duty. The rest of the time, I play games,” he explained.

      “Have you tried thinking less?” Narime proposed.

      “You sound like Sen.”

      The fox raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I’ll spend more time around her then. Perhaps we can come up with some ways to get you out of your office more often.”

      The rest of the day passed in monotony. Overnight, a storm blew in. The Spires didn’t have windows. Instead, they had black steel railings and shutters along the outside. A fair bit of the rain got in. Their view outside turned into a solid gray wall of mist.

      “How come the mist isn’t coming inside?” Ciana asked him.

      She stretched next to him and Fei. Physical training was important, as it helped Ciana acclimate to the energies from the binding stone. Fortunately, she favored an endurance enchantment, so training her was simple.

      “The tower is warded,” Nathan explained.

      “Are we in the clouds?” Fei asked.

      “Maybe?” He shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re close to the mountains and high up. It’s possible. It could just be the weather, though.”

      “I thought you knew everything,” the catgirl whined.

      “If I knew everything, things would be a lot different,” he drawled.

      Ciana giggled. “Oh? How different? Would you be Emperor Nathan, with a harem of beastkin worshipping every inch of your body?”

      Fei broke down into giggles as well, and he ignored them. He felt that Fei was a bad influence on Ciana.

      On the other hand, she was much more open than she’d ever been in his world. He appreciated seeing her like this. She was adorable.

      When another day passed without anything happening, Nathan decided to investigate. Sureev didn’t visit him on the third day. That boded poorly.

      Leaving this floor was dangerous but Nathan had an excuse. Someone he could visit who would cover for him, so long as he made it to her room. The problem was ensuring she was there.

      “You know Astra’s schedule?” Narime remarked. “That’s creepy.”

      “Very creepy,” Seraph agreed.

      “If I asked you to write down my daily schedule, how accurate do you think it would be?” he asked them.

      “Given you rarely leave your office except when we drag you out of it, that hardly counts,” Seraph countered.

      He shook his head. “Astra is a creature of habit. So long as there isn’t an invasion taking place, or anything else that needs her attention, she’ll be in the same place every day. That’s either her bedroom, one of the training grounds, or the bars. We’ll be caught by guards before we get close to the last two, but her bedroom is on a floor that is lightly guarded during the day.”

      “Why?” Seraph was incredulous.

      “She’s the only important person on the floor. Did you miss the part where everybody is intimidated by her?”

      They made their way to the elevators. Nathan cast wards and gestured to Narime to do her part. Her tails shifted behind her in a complex pattern as she used magic to investigate the tower.

      “Are you sure you shouldn’t do this?” Narime said.

      “I can’t cast a ward and a spatial detection spell at the same time. I’ve been helping you with ascended magic for months now, for this reason,” he said.

      She said something unkind about him and his training, which he ignored.

      Then her eyes snapped wide open, and she gestured to Nathan wildly. He realized what she meant and began walking past the elevators. The others followed.

      A moment later, two dark elves rounded the corner. One of them was very familiar.

      Nathan met eyes with her. He growled, “Nurevia!”

      The duogem Champion froze, before placing a hand against her hip and sticking out her tongue. “Oh? It’s little Nathan? What are you doing here? Did you give up on playing Bastion and decide to become somebody’s pet? I heard Astra was looking for a new toy to break.”

      Snarls rose in response to her jab. Nathan stomped toward her. The dark elf man next to Nurevia backpedaled, raising his hands in surrender. He wore fine robes and a badge of office that indicated he worked for the Council of Aurelia.

      Everything about this stank of Tharban’s meddling.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Nathan said, looming over Nurevia. “You have no place here.”

      “I’m a dark elf. I belong here a lot more than your pasty ass,” Nurevia spat.

      “Don’t lie. I don’t know what favor you called in, or from who, but the Spires don’t welcome you,” he said. “What bullshit are you up to for Tharban?”

      The other dark elf panicked, his eyes widening and pupils shrinking. He looked around for help, but found none. This floor was devoid of guards.

      “This is cute, but we both know you’re not going to do shit.” Nurevia sneered at him. “Walk away, little boy. You aren’t your daddy.”

      His hand snapped out and grabbed her arm. She gasped.

      “I don’t care about Tharban. But you and your friend are up to something that I’m pretty sure is treason,” Nathan said.

      Nurevia’s amethysts flashed.

      Instantly, he jumped backward. The dark elf fled. Seraph and Fei stepped between him and Nurevia, their own gems flashing. Flames appeared over Fei’s arms.

      “Enough!” Nathan boomed. He injected magic into his voice.

      The non-humans covered their ears, including Nurevia.

      “Fuck,” she swore. “I think I just found another thing I’m not into. Ears and aural pain are not my fetish.”

      “I don’t care,” Nathan said. He ran a hand through his hair. “Fucking hell, Nurevia. The fuck are you doing here? Astra let you in, and you’re fucking with the alliance between the Spires and the Empire? She’ll rip you limb from limb when she finds out.”

      The dark elf Champion froze, her purple eyes shrinking to pinpricks. After a few moments, she started breathing again.

      “I know you’re fishing, but damn,” she said. “You’re better at this than I expected. Still, you’re not getting anything out of me like this. Like I said, you’re not going to touch me. I put those scars on your body, little Nathan. That’s what power is.”

      He stared at her for several moments before it clicked. Anger simmered within him, but he ignored it. The Nathan Straub from this world had been tormented by Nurevia.

      But he was much, much stronger than her.

      “Narime, you’ve mapped the Spires. How many minutes do you think we have before guards arrive?” he asked, turning to face the fox.

      She stared at him in confusion. Then comprehension crossed her face and she smirked. “Oh. More than enough time to break a pouty little dark elf in.”

      “Well then.” Nathan clicked his fingers. “Why don’t you start, Fei? Or maybe you want to, Seraph? I’ll leave it to you.”

      Vicious grins crossed the faces of his Champions. Although this was an act intended to intimidate Nurevia, he doubted all of their hatred toward Nurevia was feigned.

      She was a bitch, after all. But Nathan knew that she acted this way was so that people hurt her, because she got off on it.

      Nurevia’s eyes widened. When Fei’s arm lit up with fire, the dark elf stared at the bright blue flames, transfixed.

      “Oh,” Nurevia said.

      Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—a newcomer interrupted them. They heard footsteps and Fei banished her flame.

      Astra rounded the corner swiftly. Her eyes narrowed at the scene.

      Before anybody said anything, Nathan seized the initiative.

      “Astra, can I ask you for a favor?” he said, deciding to gamble on a hunch. Nurevia and Astra went back a long way, but he knew they were estranged for some reason.

      “Of course,” Astra purred, her eyes boring into Nurevia.

      The younger dark elf Champion shrunk in on herself. Neither Nathan nor Nurevia had ever heard Astra sound like that before.

      “Can you punch Nurevia for me?” he asked.

      A sickening crack filled the hallway. Nurevia collapsed to the ground, blood streaming from her nose. She groaned loudly, but didn’t try to get up.

      “Anything else?” Astra asked, staring down at her supposed friend with an odd look in her eyes.

      Nathan gulped. “Did you want to make a time to talk? The Council appears to be busy right now.”

      Now it was time for his body to be torn apart by Astra’s gaze. After several long seconds, she nodded.

      “It is important. Tonight. Do not bring them.” Astra gestured at his Champions with her head. Then she thought of something else. “Bring alcohol.”

      With those words, the legendary trigem Champion swept away, leaving Nurevia bleeding on the ground.

      “I think it’s time for an interrogation,” Nathan said. “Maybe we’ll find out why the Council isn’t talking to us.”

      Nurevia tried to muster up a glare, but it looked more like she wanted him to fuck her.

      Nathan wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. For now, he asked Fei to carry the dark elf back to his room. Narime, Seraph, and Ciana followed quietly, although he didn’t miss the fact that Ciana was oddly quiet.
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      “You suck at healing,” Nurevia spat at Narime.

      The fox ignored the jab and continued holding her glowing hands against Nurevia’s jaw. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “Stop being shit, maybe.” The dark elf winced when Narime pulled away, and a curse escaped her lips. “Is this the magical equivalent of a band-aid?”

      “For you,” Narime said. “It’s like a regeneration spell. The regeneration and enhancements of your gems interfere with it.”

      Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “You’re using a form of life magic.”

      Narime gave him an odd look. “Not quite. Altering life itself is impossible for mystic foxes. I’ve heard it described as taboo, but I don’t know why. But yes, my healing is a form of ascended magic, rather than one of the natural elements of magic.”

      Taboo, huh.

      Nathan remembered Seraph’s reaction when he had casually mentioned learning mental magic. Many disciplines of ascended magic might not be welcomed by others. Although Nathan wasn’t learning how to control minds, the possibility would scare others. And he had been experimenting with life magic in order to create food, but if Narime’s race considered it taboo, there was probably a reason.

      He made a note to be more careful when bringing up his ascended magic research.

      “This is some amazing conversation, but does nothing for putting my shattered jaw back together,” Nurevia whined. Her purple eyes glared at Nathan, who stared blandly back.

      All of them sat inside his palatial bedroom. Nurevia was bound with silk cord that Nathan had found in one of the cabinets, alongside a number of other bedroom instruments. Fei’s face had lit up when she saw the many colorful objects, but she was forbidden from playing with them—without Nathan, anyway.

      Ciana sat in the corner while Seraph leaned on the wall next to her. Fei leaned against Nathan on the bed, her hands wandering until he batted them away. Nurevia’s eyes spotted the constant attempts to play with Nathan as she sat on the floor.

      “I could tell that Astra holds you in high regard,” Nathan drawled, his head in one palm.

      “Goddess, you still think we know each other? You’re so full of shit.” Nurevia grinned. “You couldn’t even touch me yourself.”

      “Uh huh. You realize nobody is coming for you, right?” Nathan said flatly.

      She blinked in confusion.

      “Your friend ran away, but no guards came. Astra arrived too quickly. She probably detected your gems activating.” Or she had felt Narime’s or Nathan’s magic despite his attempts to hide it.

      That possibility greatly concerned him.

      “In the end, you’re in my bedroom, surrounded by my Champions, on a floor completely devoid of dark elf guards, while inside a country that would slap a slave collar on you if it didn’t make them look weak.” Nathan’s gaze pierced Nurevia, and she shuffled uncomfortably, unable to look him cleanly in the eye. “Tell me what you’re doing here, Nurevia. Before I go tell Astra that you’ve disappointed her even more.”

      “How the fuck do you even know anything about that?” Nurevia shouted. “How do you know about me? About Astra? Why does she and everybody else think you’re such hot shit? What in the name of the goddess happened to you after Tharban kicked you out?”

      Narime stood up and took a seat. The rest of his Champions watched quietly, although their gazes fell on Nathan.

      He sighed.

      “That doesn’t matter to you right now,” he said. “I have a duty to the Empire to carry out, and you’re getting in my way. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

      Nurevia gulped as she finally looked him in the eye. Fei’s hands wandered across his crotch, and he didn’t push her away this time.

      “Is the fox using some sort of spatial spell to make your balls fit in your pants?” the dark elf asked. “Because I don’t know how you fit balls the size of your head in them.”

      “Do you have a thing for massive balls?” he asked drily.

      “No, but I do have a thing for men with massive balls.” She grinned at him.

      “I guess we know where Tharban’s brain ended up,” Narime said, and Seraph smirked in response.

      Nurevia ignored them. “When Tharban kicked you out, you were an angry little boy desperate for revenge. I figured you’d become something fun to play with, especially after you joined the academy. This is different. You have more steel and fire in you than I ever thought possible. For somebody who was so soft, you became such a hardass. You even have women drooling over your cock while you interrogate me. Do you know who you remind me of?”

      Fei stuck her tongue out at Nurevia, but she did stop trying to free Nathan’s dick from his pants.

      “Not this again,” Nathan said. “Seraph says that I’m Torneus. The Emperor wants me to be Leopold.” Ciana’s eyes widened at his words, but he kept talking. “You think I’m Tharban. What’s next, Princess Charlotte shows up and says I’m her father?”

      “You carry your age well if that’s the case,” Seraph said. “Unlike this old witch.” She jabbed a thumb toward Narime, who slapped her hand down in response.

      “Oh, no. You’re not your daddy,” Nurevia purred.

      Nathan raised an eyebrow.

      “Tharban’s all heat and bluster. An angry man who needs to constantly remind people of how great he is, because he’s terrified that others will forget if he doesn’t slap his dick in their face all the time.” Nurevia sneered.

      “Yet he’s the man who holds your leash,” Nathan said. “And who you let hold your leash.”

      She glared at him. “Again, how do you know this?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Huffing, Nurevia countered, “He was my choice. The Spires are full of men, but they’re all terrified of Champions. The Bastions are all male, so the Champions are female. And the Bastions have so many of us that they pick and choose which they care about. It’s so stifling here. The men fear me, the Bastions ignore me, the women sneer at me, and the nobles see me as a pawn.”

      Nathan nodded. “Astra’s Bastion—I forget his name—has over thirty Champions, doesn’t he?”

      “I don’t know. I left.” Nurevia shrugged. “But he had forty before I did. Maybe some died in the cascade. But while I was under him, there was nobody interesting. So I left and found Tharban. A man who hated everything that I represented. He was everything I wanted when I was young and dumb.”

      “You say that like you’re still not young and dumb,” Narime said. “If you were smarter, you would have left him long ago.”

      Nathan stepped in before the women started arguing again. “So, who do I remind you of, if not Tharban?”

      “The Council.”

      He blinked. Then he ran his hands over his head, making a show of checking for piercings. “None of you pierced my eyes while I slept? I’m not going to step into the shower and find a ring through my balls, right?”

      Giggles ran through the room.

      “Funny,” Nurevia said. “But tell me: if it benefited you, would you throw me off this tower and let me plummet to my death? If I don’t tell you anything, will you have your little cat turn me into ash and then convince Astra not to say anything?”

      Nathan’s breath caught at her words. They hit harder than he liked.

      “I thought so,” she said, grinning. “That’s the difference. Tharban is all bark. You are all bite. If I get in your way, you will destroy me. You killed Theus and his Champions in a single fight. The other Bastions and Champions in the Empire are terrified of you. If they get in your way, will you show up with a kill squad of Champions and take their binding stone off them? Will you brutally crush all of Princess Alice’s opponents?”

      Nathan clenched his fists.

      “Nathan wouldn’t—” Ciana tried to say, standing up.

      Seraph placed a hand on her shoulder. Ciana froze and looked around in confusion. While Fei looked as confused as Ciana, Narime’s expression was grim.

      “Narime, Fei, keep an eye on her,” Nathan said, standing up.

      He walked out of the room with Seraph. Nurevia shouted insults at him, but he shut the door behind him.

      A few moments later, Ciana opened it and slipped outside as well. Nathan let her join him and Seraph as they walked to the nearby common room in silence.

      Sighing, Nathan flopped onto one of the recliners. Seraph pulled up a chair next to him, while Ciana made tea for all of them. Coffee was rarely drunk within the Spires, so he made do with their many varieties of flavorsome milk tea. He cast wards around them.

      “You know how to deal with her,” Seraph said while Ciana was away.

      “I don’t like her,” Nathan said.

      “No, I think you do. You just dislike the way she pushes your buttons. If Ciana hadn’t interrupted, you would have given her what she wants,” Seraph replied.

      “Maybe.” He sighed. “I’m usually good at backing off. I thought I was used to this game, but now I realize she probably held back in my world.”

      “How did you even end up with a bitch like her? You sounded too weak and inexperienced for her tastes. No offense.”

      He laughed. “I say that about my younger self all the time, so none taken.”

      Ciana returned with the tea before he began his explanation. Her blonde horse ears sat flat against her head the entire time, and she said nothing. Nathan wanted to apologize, but he knew there would be a better time after he finished with Nurevia.

      “After the Empire fell, Nurevia ended up in a bad state. Tharban and most of his Champions died pointlessly. Trafaumh, Falmir, and the Federation carved up the Empire. She couldn’t go back to the Spires and she lacked a Bastion. For whatever reason, she ended up fighting Trafaumh instead of joining them,” he explained.

      “Was that normal?” Seraph asked.

      “Both Jafeila and Narime joined Trafaumh after their nations fell. Jafeila after the Empire, and Narime after the Federation.” He ran a hand through his hair at the memories of the time when neither were by his side.

      “Wait, you didn’t mention that before,” Seraph said, leaning backward in surprise. “Nathan, who were your Champions for most of your life?”

      He winced. Whoops.

      “I came from Falmir. Naturally, I had a brand new Champion. Her name was Vala. Feisty woman with red garnets,” he said, not meeting their eyes. “Because Fei was on the frontline, she joined Trafaumh. While I knew her pretty well, she only joined me after she became a trigem Champion. Narime… she became my Champion briefly, but took it hard when we failed to save the Federation. We joined back up pretty fast, though.”

      Ciana coughed, then shrunk in on herself when they looked at her. “Um, what about me?”

      Nathan smiled at her. “You joined me very early. Both you and Sen have been with me since my early days.” Then he looked away, as he remembered what happened at the end.

      “Nathan, um…” the horsegirl began to ask.

      Seraph interrupted. “And Nurevia? She joined you sometime before the Federation fell?”

      “Yes. She actually liked the fact I was young and naïve. For years, she enjoyed taking the lead in bed.” He shrugged. “As I got older, her tastes returned to what Tharban taught her. She knew how to push my buttons and make me… use her.”

      “Ah. This time, you’re already the experienced Bastion, and she wants you to give her the full course right from the start.” Seraph shook her head. “Like I said, you know how to deal with her. She won’t talk normally.”

      He clicked his tongue. “I won’t play her stupid game. But…”

      Both women stared at him. Without saying another word, he stood up and returned to his bedroom. He shooed everybody out, except for Nurevia. Then he untied her legs, but left her arms done up.

      He sat down on the bed, legs spread.

      “What, do you want me to crawl around for you?” Nurevia laughed.

      She wiggled her ass against the tiled floor. Her vest and hot pants left little to the imagination, given they barely covered her crotch and breasts to begin with.

      Nathan undid his pants and his dick flopped out. Fei’s earlier attention meant it was a decent size, but he was a long way from an erection.

      “Well, this is what you want, isn’t it?” he said, with no emotion in his voice.

      “You keep talking as though you know me,” Nurevia growled, although her fingers twitched and her eyes remained fixed on his flaccid member. “You don’t.”

      “I do. You want me to do things to you that I don’t want to do. Instead, I’m going to offer you a deal. It’s the best deal you’ll get, as I don’t think you actually want to sit in an urn in Astra’s room,” Nathan said.

      Nurevia shuddered at the implied threat. When Nathan didn’t say anything more, she said, “Fine. What is it?”

      “I’ll give you the cock that you’ve been after ever since you came to Gharrick Pass. Then you’ll tell me what I want to hear,” he said.

      Seconds passed.

      “When do you tell me what I get in return?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I just did. The only thing you want is to be fed a meal while my dick is down your throat.”

      She glared at him, but swallowed noisily despite that. “What if I say no? You want me, little Nathan. Admit it. You won’t walk away without tasting me.”

      In response, he stood up, walked over, and undid the cord around her arms. Then he sat back down. She stared at him in shock, arms still held behind her, even though they weren’t tied up.

      “Go on, leave,” he said, glaring down at her. “I have other Champions. I don’t need you. You’re useless to me, other than the information you have. I can just talk to Astra and go around you. Why would I care about a duogem Champion who serves my asshole of a father, when I can have her?”

      “Fuck you,” Nurevia spat.

      She glowered at him.

      Leaning back, Nathan placed a hand around his cock and slapped his thigh. Nurevia crawled forward on her knees. The dark skin of her face contrasted heavily with his cock. Her hot breath hardened him, but he was nowhere near fully erect.

      The moment before her tongue touched his tip, he stopped her. His hands gripped her cheeks, holding her in place.

      “So, you do want this?” he asked her.

      “Fuck yes,” she gasped out, her eyes widening as she stared at his growing cock.

      He let her go.

      She wrapped her mouth around his tip and began to suckle, lick, and play with his length. Her hands pulled down her vest and hot pants. Her huge tits bounced out, revealing hard purple nipples that glistened with sweat. Her pussy lips were a similar color and noticeably enlarged as she fingered herself.

      Nathan’s length grew in her mouth as she bobbed up and down. Her scent wafted through his nostrils. She was horny as hell, and all he smelled was lust.

      Eventually, he began to reach his full size. Then he kept growing. Nurevia massaged his balls with one hand as she slurped along the length of his shaft. Her lavender hair draped over his crotch.

      Then she popped off him with wide eyes and stared at him. She moaned, “You’re ruining me. How can I go back to anything else after slurping down your cock?”

      He ran a hand through her hair and pressed her against his length. “I told you that this is all you wanted.”

      “Fuck,” she breathed out while blowing a kiss against his glans. He grew another inch and she giggled. “Time to dig in.”

      She noisily slurped down his prick, then slid down the whole length. Thick strands of saliva ran along it and bubbles blew through her nose as she tried repeatedly to reach his crotch with her lips.

      After a while, he simply rammed her head down. She gurgled while staring up at him with glazed over eyes. The lewd noises of her fingers filled the room as she desperately brought herself to climax. Juices coated the tiles of the room.

      Nurevia appeared content to simply sit there, her throat speared on his cock. Her moans rumbled around his length. Her long pointy ears drooped, although they flicked upward every time Nathan moved even slightly.

      Realizing he needed to take charge, Nathan grabbed the sides of her head. Her eyes widened the moment before he used her the way she wanted to be used. He rammed her entire head along his length as fast as he could. Her throat coiled around his cock. Her tits bounced around with each movement.

      Then he pulled her against him and emptied his balls right into her stomach. After he pulled out of her, he slapped his length against her face and allowed his hot seed to drool down her cheeks and chin. Her tongue lapped up what it could.

      “So, are you done?” Nathan asked, raising an eyebrow. His voice remained cold.

      “How does your cock not shrivel up when you’re that cold,” Nurevia whined. “I can feel your raging heat against my face and in my stomach. Did all your fire end up in your balls?”

      Evidently, he wasn’t done yet.

      Nathan picked Nurevia up. She squealed and flailed about. Luckily, she didn’t try to use her gems. That would have been awkward.

      He threw her on the bed, ass up. She wiggled into a better position on all fours, then grinned at him.

      “Oh, so you do want me?” she cooed.

      He pressed his length against her. Her purple lips puffed open and juices poured out. She moaned in response. Then moaned again, sweeter this time, when he rubbed his tip up and down along her entrance.

      “You’re slick enough that I won’t even need lube for your ass,” he said.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” she growled.

      He tilted his head. “Not an ass girl?”

      “Leave that crap to Astra. Her toys are fucking terrifying.”

      What.

      Nathan stared at Nurevia. Her face lit up as she realized she had told him about Astra’s personal preferences.

      “Let’s pretend you didn’t say that. For both our sakes,” Nathan said.

      “Deal,” Nurevia said. Then grinned. “So, fuck me. Fill me.”

      Nathan didn’t move. When she tried to buck against him, he made sure he didn’t enter her. Instead, he continued to tease her as her pussy drooled all over him.

      “No. You’re going to tell me what you’re doing here. Then I’ll consider whether you’re worth it.” Nathan glared at her.

      She whined.

      Nathan didn’t relent.

      “You asshole,” she snapped out. “You’re such a fucking bitch. You know that? You should—”

      He reached over and placed a hand on her head. Then he pushed her face into the bed, muffling her voice as she shouted at him. He continued to rub against her, even as she coated his entire crotch and the bedsheets with a puddle of her juices.

      When he let go, her face was a picture of need.

      “Nathan!” she cried. “Please!”

      “Tell me.”

      She stared at him.

      “What happens to me after this?” she asked quietly.

      “That’s your choice,” he said. “You seem to know what you want. Or do you?”

      She pouted at him.

      Then she opened up, just like her body was. She explained why Tharban had sent her here, what she was trying to get the Council to do, and what his father’s long-term plans were. Details were left out, such as who she met with, and he doubted she told him everything about Tharban.

      But he didn’t push. Nurevia was on the verge of becoming his. He knew that, even if he didn’t necessarily like it. Pushing her too far might backfire. After all, he didn’t want her to think that betrayal was an easy thing. Even if Tharban was a monster.

      “Well? Do I get my prize now?” Nurevia asked.

      “It’s not your prize, it’s your punishment,” he said. “You just betrayed your Bastion.”

      She stared at him, then grinned. “Oh, so punish me. Reshape me with that thick rod of yours. I bet you don’t need to worry about your Champions looking at other men with a beast like that.”

      He pressed her head into the bed again. She giggled this time.

      Then he hilted himself inside her. The slap of his thighs against her fleshy, dark ass echoed through the room. Her insides clung to him greedily. A gasp rang out from Nurevia as she threw her head back.

      Then he started thrusting rapidly into her, driving her into the bed.

      “Fuck. This is it. This is what I wanted,” she moaned out.

      Nathan didn’t want to keep this going for too long, so he sped up. Nurevia practically screamed in ecstasy. He pressed her so deeply into the bed that she nearly became one with it.

      He reached his climax and let out a grunt. Thick ropes of his seed filled her, and the slapping of their flesh turned wet and sticky within seconds.

      When he slid out of her with a wet pop, white gobs dripped onto the bed. Nurevia moaned incoherently, ass still sticking up.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?” he asked her as he got off the bed.

      “This is way better,” Nurevia gasped out. A long pause. “Call me a bitch, please?”

      “No. You’re not useful to me that way. I’m not playing your stupid game,” he said coldly.

      She shuddered. “Yeah, like that. Fuck. It’s different, but I love it.”

      Shaking his head, Nathan got up and opened the door. Fei and Ciana fell inside the room. Both of their faces were cherry red, and he knew what they had been doing from the smell. Neither Seraph nor Narime were outside.

      “Um, Nathan, this is—”

      “I’m taking a shower,” he said. “Tell Seraph that Tharban is trying to interfere with the Federation. He wants the dark elves to pull out of the Houkeem Desert.”

      After those words, he stepped into the bathroom. Nurevia watched him with glazed eyes, her fingers scooping up his seed from her own body and the bed. He ignored her.

      Once inside, he closed the door and ran a hot shower. Blazing hot. Some people liked bitingly cold showers to cool down or forget something. He liked hot.

      The searing hot water couldn’t burn his skin. As a Bastion, he wasn’t entirely human anymore. But it remained hot enough to pummel him and make him feel it.

      The things he had wanted to do with Nurevia… He hated those feelings.

      Bastions were shaped by their Champions. A lot of his behaviors had been shaped by those he had spent the most time with. But he needed to remain in control these days. That meant making the right decision, not the one that resonated emotionally. Hurting Nurevia because she was an enemy would bring relief, but it was unnecessary.

      He had made some very judicious decisions when he had first come to this world. Namely, when he had overwritten Sen and Sunstorm with their personalities from his world. He still didn’t know if he made the right choice.

      But he made his own decisions now. He didn’t let others goad him into them.

      After a long time, he turned off the water and stepped out.

      Ciana stood there, holding a fluffy black towel. New clothes for him sat in the corner, neatly folded. She was fully clothed, but her eyes immediately shot to his crotch. Then she pouted and looked away.

      “It gets smaller when I’m not having sex,” he said drily.

      She jumped, her tail nearly doing a 360 degree spin. “That’s not…” She shrunk in on herself.

      “It’s fine to talk about sexual things. You’ve seen what Fei and the others are like. But it’s your choice, Ciana. Who and what you do. Don’t let Fei pressure you into anything. I won’t, either,” he said.

      He stepped forward to take the towel, but Ciana refused to let him do so.

      “I’ll dry you off,” she said.

      “You’re my Champion, not my servant,” he protested.

      She glared at him. For a moment, the look on her face took him back to his past.

      In his original world, Ciana had always been the one to sneak freshly pressed uniforms into his bathroom while he showered. Anytime she had the night or morning with him, she had always joined him in a bath.

      “Fine,” he said. “But don’t make it a habit.”

      “Didn’t you just say I can make my choices?” she said cheekily.

      She stepped forward and dried him off. As expected from a young, horny woman, she got a little handsy at times. He didn’t bring it up. After all, he definitely appreciated the attention. He hadn’t been this close to Ciana so far. Her shyness had always kept her away from him.

      “Nathan, I’m sorry,” she said suddenly, while drying off his back.

      He paused, trying to work out why.

      She continued before he could, “I haven’t been much help. This is… all so much.”

      “No, it’s my fault. This is a bit much when you’re new. I shouldn’t have brought you—”

      “No!” she squeaked, then froze. “You realized I didn’t want to be left alone. I’m so glad to be your Champion, Nathan, even though I haven’t done anything to deserve it. I just… I just don’t know how to help you. I never knew how to help Leopold.” She sniffed.

      He turned around and ruffled her hair. “You help me by being with me, Ciana. Remember that. Focus on that. I accepted you as my Champion.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      She finished drying him off, and they joined the others.

      But Nathan worried about her, probably as much as she worried about him. For now, he had a bigger problem to deal with.

      “Seraph, we need to find a way to deal with Tharban’s nonsense,” Nathan said. “I’ll start with Astra, but we need to find a way to influence the council.”
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      Astra had asked him to come at night. Nurevia’s meddling was dangerous, but Nathan knew how slowly the Council of Aurelia moved. Whatever chaos she had set in motion would take weeks or even months to play out.

      Not even the end of the world had forced their hand. He could afford to wait.

      “You say that, but didn’t they react quickly to the cascade?” Narime asked, after Nathan explained the reason for his patience.

      “That’s because their authority was threatened.” He frowned. “I also suspect something else was happening. It felt planned.”

      They sat in the common room. The storm had passed, but the weather remained overcast. The lighting was dull and dreary.

      Nurevia had cleaned up and sulked on a sofa. Her gaze was planted firmly on Nathan’s crotch. He wondered if she was sulking over being detained or because he wasn’t railing her into the bed. Hard to say.

      “Torneus is the one on trial, but you suspect he was setup,” Seraph said slowly. “By Falmir.”

      The lazing dark elf raised an eyebrow at Nathan. “Oh? That’s quite the assumption. Did you come up with that yourself, little Nathan?”

      “You’re still calling him little after what he did to you?” Narime remarked.

      “He’s little, even if his cock isn’t.” Nurevia smirked.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Falmir’s activities aren’t as subtle as they think they are.”

      “Uh huh. What’s your proof?” The dark elf stared at him, a triumphant expression on her face.

      “You already know about what happened beneath Gharrick Pass when the Messenger attacked,” Nathan said. “If Torneus isn’t responsible for the cascade—and it’s reasonable to assume he isn’t, given his armies weren’t prepared for it—then it had to be someone with connections to the Council. That leaves us with kings and emperors.”

      Nurevia clicked her tongue. “Maybe his armies weren’t ready because he wanted plausible deniability.”

      “Sure. And maybe a duogem Champion from Falmir tried to kill Anna when she arrived in Aleich because Torneus hid a wireless hidden up his ass,” Nathan said.

      The dark elf’s face paled, and she licked her lips. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I do. Her Bastion is one Gareth Pike,” he said.

      Nurevia’s eyes widened.

      Nathan’s eyes narrowed in response. “Why do you know that name?”

      “Uhhhhh…” she looked to one side. “Look, I already told you what I can. I’m not your Champion.” She paused and looked at him side on. “I could be…”

      “Not now.” Nathan shook his head. “The risk of transferring you to my control so far away from a binding stone is immense. I can do it, but I’m not about to risk turning you into a mindless husk in the middle of the Spires. That’s a great way to get pancaked by Astra.”

      “Right,” Nurevia said. “Goddess, and here I thought your balls were the size of mountains. I guess you do have a limit.”

      “More to the point, the Council isn’t about to act rashly,” he said. “Nurevia can’t even leave this floor. Her influence is limited.”

      “She has more than us,” Narime growled.

      “That’s why I’ll talk to Astra tonight.” He stood up. “First, I need to acquire some alcohol. I doubt the guards will stop me if I go to their shops. Especially if one of you is with me.”

      Narime joined him, and they entered one of the elevators. It worked using a ratcheted lever to control your destination floor. Nathan pushed it up, remembering the floor from memory. The fox whistled, her tails rubbing his back.

      “Your memory remains excellent,” she purred.

      “Gareth showed me this floor,” he said. “He always knew his way around the seedier side of the world. Most of the shops won’t sell to us, but there’s a black market luxury vendor who will trade in currency from other nations for the right price.”

      “Gareth… You knew him?” Narime asked.

      “He was my mentor of sorts. An older Bastion with extensive knowledge of the theory of magic. A lot of what I know is because of him.” Nathan sighed. “It feels fraudulent to pass off so much of what he learned and taught me as my own.”

      “He was your friend, wasn’t he?”

      “I would call him my best friend.” Nathan’s jaw tightened at the memory of how that friendship had ended. Of the tragedy that had been the fall of Trafaumh, and what had awaited him when he returned to Falmir.

      Narime dropped the topic, and they rode the elevator in silence.

      When they reached their destination, Nathan stared in surprise at the dozen armed guards waiting for them. Heavily armored soldiers raised their weapons the moment the door opened. The dark elves quivered in fear and remained stationary.

      Nathan stepped forward, raising a hand to calm them.

      “Return to your floor, human!” one of the dark elves shouted. “You have no place here.”

      “I just need to—”

      “Ambassador Sureev will summon you when the Council has time for you. Leave!” The soldier’s weapon rattled against his armor as he yelled.

      Narime scowled and stepped forward. Every soldier stepped backward. Nathan spotted one in the back gesture to someone in the distance. Not good.

      “Narime,” he said. “No.”

      “But—”

      Nathan pulled her back into the elevator without another word. The dark elves didn’t lower their weapons, even as the cage door closed in front of them. Nathan pulled the lever and ascended to Astra’s floor.

      Same story there. He didn’t bother trying to step out. The guards didn’t yell at him, but they appeared to be just as terrified.

      Nathan tried a few other stories. He couldn’t try the highest stories without a special key that unlocked the full motion of the level.

      “Can’t you break into it?” Narime suggested.

      “It’s not a mechanical lock. It needs a specific magical signature encoded into the key. I can’t crack that,” he explained.

      “You cracked the binding stones.”

      “No, I knew those in advance. I know the encryption codes to binding stones for the Empire, the Federation, Trafaumh, and Falmir,” Nathan explained. “I never learned the Spires or Arcadia because… Well, they never had binding stones to claim.”

      They returned to their floor. Once there, Nathan searched for the dark elf servants and found that they had left. The stairs remained unlocked, but they were next to the elevators. Nathan didn’t want to go up dozens of flights of stairs just to encounter the same guards.

      After questioning the human and beastkin servants and discovering nothing, Nathan returned to the common room.

      “I take it that’s not normal,” Seraph said.

      “Of course it’s fucking not,” Nurevia snapped, now sitting up straight. “What happened to those balls you rubbed over my face earlier? Did they shrink because you emptied them into me?”

      “Use your head for five seconds, instead of your…” Nathan paused, unsure of how to finish the insult. He usually said this to men.

      “Pussy,” Narime said flatly. “She’s thinking with her pussy, because apparently her brain melted at the sight of your cock.”

      “Enough,” he snapped.

      “She’s a bitch. I’m allowed to call her out on it,” Narime said.

      “It’s not as fun when you call me that, compared to Nathan,” Nurevia replied.

      “Then shut up.” The fox’s eyes glowed.

      “Enough!” Nathan roared.

      The women stopped their catfight. Nathan sighed.

      “Look, whatever is happening, we need to be careful,” Nathan said. “It’s easy to get excited.”

      “You can say that again. Your ambassador is missing, right? That smells fishy,” Nurevia said.

      “Exactly my point. I was invited to the Spires, allowed to bring as many Champions as I liked, given no schedule, and now I’m antagonized by guards whenever I try to go somewhere.” Nathan raised an eyebrow. “The natural response is to assume that this is a trap, or that a coup has happened. Especially now that I know you’re up to something for Tharban.”

      “So we beat some guards up, talk to Sureev, and find out the truth,” Fei chirped, shooting to her feet with a very generous bounce of her chest.

      “Ah, yes. The ‘cause a huge international incident’ plan. I’m sure that will help the alliance between the Empire and the Spires,” Seraph said drily.

      The others froze, then looked at her.

      Narime scowled. “I hate to admit it, but she’s right. Nathan already realized it. This is why the guards are antagonizing us. If we attack them, then we look like criminals. We’re guests here. If visiting Champions assault weak guards, Tharban’s allies will have the political ammunition to cut off support for the Houkeem Desert.”

      “Huh. So that was their plan. I’d wondered why they kept delaying,” Nurevia said. “I didn’t think your guy was in on it, though.”

      “He might not be, but he’s only an ambassador. Opposing any of the political factions could destroy his career,” Nathan said. “With that said, we still need to be sure of that. He’s connected to everyone that could be involved in this due to his position.”

      Narime and Seraph stared at him.

      “What?” he said defensively.

      “You realize this is why both Alice and Anna want to marry you, right?” Narime said flatly. “You keep denying your calling, but you’re very good at this. You’re not a naive little Bastion anymore.”

      “Anymore?” Nurevia said. “He’s been a Bastion for less than two years.”

      “So, what do we do?” Ciana asked, her horse ears pricked up.

      All eyes turned to Nathan.

      He shrugged. “We wait.”

      Night fell. Nathan successfully badgered the servants to scavenge up as much alcohol as they could. It was cheap stuff—the dark elves called it vodka, and nobody else drank the awful stuff. Nathan remembered awful nights full of terrible dreams after Gareth or Vala forced him to stay up late drinking the garbage with them.

      This stuff was especially bad. Nathan felt he could strip the paint off walls with it. Despite his concerns with using magic, he meddled with a few of the bottles, using what little life magic he knew. He still couldn’t make something good, but he somehow managed to make the vodka less awful.

      Presumably, his life magic had made it blander. And bland vodka was better than garbage vodka.

      Speaking of life magic, Nathan noticed that the black door was missing in the Spires. He had taken it for granted that Kadria was following him everywhere lately. She had followed him to Aleich and to Tartus. For whatever reason, she avoided the Spires.

      Although he did suspect he could forcibly open a door to her if he tried. The connection to her and the world of the Twins was mental. There must be a way to create it on his end, right?

      With night came a missed appointment. Nathan drank lightly, especially given the strength of this awful shit. Ciana and Fei had passed out already, underestimating the alcohol. Narime curled up next to Nathan’s feet like a cat, half-awake in her drunken stupor, and he stroked her ears while she purred.

      On the far side of the common room, Nurevia and Seraph debated over some nonsense regarding clothing. Nathan tuned them out pretty early, although he heard some odd statements about whether underwear was necessary on a battlefield.

      Footsteps approached down the hall and Nathan looked over. A grumpy Astra glared at him, her cape missing. She pointed a finger at him.

      “You forgot,” she accused him.

      “Did you miss the guards outside the elevator?” he asked.

      Astra tilted her head. After a moment, her anger evaporated, and she took a seat on a nearby sofa. She poured a generous helping of vodka, added some ice, and drank a slurp straight.

      He forgot she did that. Most people squeezed in a fruit to flavor the vodka, given how awful it tended to be.

      “What?” she asked, tilting her head. She looked between their glasses, which were both straight vodka with ice. “Same as yours.”

      “I mean, it is. But nobody else is drinking it straight. Even Nurevia flavored it,” he said.

      “Weak.”

      He shook his head, but smiled anyway. Narime purred from the movement of his legs, and he tickled her ears.

      “Guards,” Astra said, changing the subject. “There were too many. For you?”

      “Yes. They wouldn’t let me leave this floor. I think it’s a trap. If I force my way through, they’ll use it against the Empire,” Nathan explained.

      “Ignore them,” she said.

      “Then they’ll stab me.”

      Astra tilted her head. “Defend yourself.”

      He stared at her. She had the decency to blush in embarrassment.

      “Ah,” the trigem Champion uttered. She downed her vodka and poured more.

      Her alcohol capacity was ridiculous. Nathan knew from experience. He suspected it had something to do with her eternal life, but she could chug a bottle of spirits and not even seem tipsy. She might have done that in front of Nathan once.

      Not that he would ever admit that to anyone. The Astra who had forced him to keep that secret might be dead, but he somehow suspected this one would happily enforce his promise.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Nurevia is helping Tharban to damage the alliance with the Empire,” Nathan said. “He wants the Spires to pull out of the Houkeem Desert.”

      The dark elf in question froze, as she overheard what Nathan said.

      Slowly, Astra lowered her glass to the table. She stood up.

      Nurevia leaped to her feet and tried to run. She didn’t make it far before Astra caught her. The scream echoed through the entire floor.

      Astra returned with bloody hands.

      “You didn’t kill her, right?” Nathan asked. He hadn’t felt Nurevia’s gems activate.

      “No. But she needed a lesson. I’ll extract my full price later.” Astra’s smile was cruel, and a reminder of her desire to beat things to a pulp.

      Nathan coughed. “She’s not the problem right now. The Council is.”

      “No, it’s not,” Astra said. “My Bastion is.”
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      Nathan froze. His mind raced as he processed what he had heard.

      Astra’s Bastion was his problem? Her green eyes bore into him, their edges curving slightly as she smiled.

      Nobody else reacted to her words. Narime dozed in her drunken haze, while Seraph checked on the sleeping beastkin. If Astra’s words had reached either of them, they didn’t show it.

      Nathan knew Astra. Not extremely well, but he thought he could trust her. Was that a mistake? If her Bastion was working against the Spires, she shouldn’t be loyal to him.

      But then again, Nathan didn’t know that for sure. By the time he had gotten to know Astra in his world, the current dark elf Bastions had been replaced several times. Too many cascades had rippled through the Spires during the invasions of the Empire and the Federation.

      For all Nathan knew, Astra trusted her current Bastion more than him.

      Which meant Nathan needed an escape plan. Right now, Astra didn’t seem hostile, but if that changed…

      The moment he thought that, Astra’s eyes lit up. “Yes, like that. That’s a good face. Your eyes are strong. Nobody looks at me like you.”

      Before he could say anything, one of her opals lit up.

      Nathan reacted instantly. He hurled his glass at her while flipping backward over his chair. Astra’s hand obliterated the glass, splashing vodka all over her arm. The glass fragments seemed to skate over her skin.

      She blurred forward despite that, one opal still glowing. Nathan reached for his magic. He dropped into his mental world to give himself time to think.

      Even with the time dilation, Astra still moved. Not fast, but Nathan saw her body shift in an otherwise frozen world. Her powers were terrifying.

      “Fucking hell,” he swore mentally.

      This wasn’t what he needed. Or what he could handle. Within his mental world, his gaze lingered on the fat, creepy tendril that belonged to the Twins.

      Was now the time to reach for their help? Supposedly, they were mentally connected to him. He suspected he could reach for Maura’s help and…

      Do what? The Twins were being nice to him because they couldn’t attack him. What use would they be against a trigem Champion? Unlike everybody else in the world, Astra was experienced at battling Messengers.

      Nathan needed to handle her alone. Not that he knew why she was attacking him. She had switched from friendly to hostile in an instant.

      Then again, he was dealing with Astra. She loved battle. Maybe this was a test.

      Or maybe she wanted to rip his head off in order to help her Bastion. Nathan couldn’t assume anything.

      Astra slowly grew closer, her eyes practically glowing with glee.

      Her opals held immense power. The one she had activated granted her increased speed and strength, on top of her strength enhancement. Astra bench pressed entire castles and punched holes through magical barriers. Dodging her was the highest priority.

      The real problem was Astra’s trigem ability. Fighting back against her was meaningless. Nathan might have bothered if he were close to a binding stone, but not here.

      Nathan only had one viable weapon against her: ascended magic. He cast it faster than the natural elements, and it might work against Astra. Mental magic was out. He liked Astra and didn’t know if this was a genuine fight.

      That left one option.

      Time resumed. Nathan quickly summoned his power and cast a spell. A golden triangle appeared over his back.

      Astra touched the chair and sent it hurtling across the room, where it exploded into a million tiny fragments upon impact with the stone wall. A moment later, her fist soared toward Nathan’s head. He saw death.

      His spell finished an instant before he felt death.

      The room shifted forward for a moment. To Nathan, it looked like one of those optical illusions where what you’re seeing is stretching away from you, but it’s really right in front of you.

      He imagined Astra saw it differently—to her, Nathan had teleported backward and the room in front of her had extended with him. Nathan had used spatial magic to extend the space he stood on back a few dozen feet.

      Then the spell finished and Nathan appeared on the opposite side of the room. The strange visual effect vanished.

      Astra stared at him, fist hovering in midair. Her opal stopped glowing. Her green eyes wavered in shock.

      He instantly started casting a supercharged fourth rank spell and two golden squares appeared over his hands. This was a spatial ward, as he knew what Astra’s follow-up would be. As powerful as she was, she was at least predictable.

      “Nathan!” Seraph shouted.

      “Seraph, don’t,” he snapped in response.

      The duogem Champion charged Astra despite his warning. Her arm snapped out and sent a wave of energy toward the dark elf. All of them had been disarmed here, so they lacked weapons.

      The energy wave passed through Astra without even ruffling her clothes. All three of her opals lit up for an instant as the wave struck her.

      Astra let out a huff. “Don’t care about you.”

      She backhanded the air between her and Seraph. Two of her opals lit up.

      Seraph didn’t have a moment to react. Something slammed into her chest, and she flew across the room. The impact was weaker than the blow against the chair, so she at least didn’t explode upon impact with a wall. Instead, she tumbled across the floor, gripping her chest. Her jade gems lit up as her regeneration magic kicked in.

      On the ground, Narime stirred from her stupor. Her ears flicked as she tried to take in what was happening.

      “Sleep,” Astra said.

      She then gripped the air with one hand. Narime yelped as the front of her robes bunched up. When Astra raised her arm, Narime hovered, her tails flailing around in the air. The fox then flew onto one of the distant sofas with a crash and a scream.

      This was Astra’s duogem ability. She could project her body using magic. Her insane strength was maintained. With a weapon, she could cut down an entire row of demons with a single slash or pierce someone’s heart from a hundred feet away. Ordinarily, she used her bare hands with similarly devastating effects.

      Nathan finished his ward. Unfortunately, he didn’t know what to do next. In the nearby corridor, he heard Nurevia stir. Neither Fei nor Ciana had awakened, which Nathan felt thankful for.

      Astra did know what to do next, however. She smirked at him.

      “Is that it?” she asked. “Where is your power?”

      Her hand reached for him. Two of her opals glowed. She clenched her fist.

      The space in front of Nathan compressed. Magic crackled in the air around him as his ward strained against Astra’s raw power and strength. She physically crushed the ward, as if it were a pane of glass. His view of the world through it distorted.

      This was new. Nathan didn’t know she could do this. He knew her ability involved spatial distortion of some form, but he hadn’t known how.

      Astra tilted her head in amazement. She raised her other hand and made a tearing motion. Space warped again, but the ward held. Nathan felt immense magic build up in the world around him. If she kept this up, she’d break through eventually.

      But he felt good that he had cast a ward that kept Astra out. A smile crossed his face.

      She saw it and narrowed her eyes. “Are you even human?” she growled out.

      Damn. That was not the response he wanted from her. He needed a plan to deal with her.

      No, he needed a plan to escape. Narime got up from where she had been thrown aside. She appeared mostly unharmed, if still drunk.

      It would be difficult, but Nathan knew that the fox was his best bet to escape. She knew teleportation magic. Fighting Astra was pointless, especially with most of his Champions incapacitated.

      If he had gone to meet her, would she have killed him once he was alone with her and suitably drunk? Then again, she hadn’t waited for him to be drunk now.

      “What the fuck is this?” Nurevia yelled as she stumbled back into the common room. Blood streamed from her mouth and squashed nose.

      “Fuck off,” Astra said, her eyes flicking to Nurevia for a second.

      “No, I don’t think so. He’s mine,” Nurevia said, her purple eyes narrowing.

      Then her hand slipped into her vest and withdrew a thin steel throwing knife.

      “You shouldn’t have that,” Nathan said. He began to cast a spell in order to cross the room to reach Narime.

      “I shouldn’t be here at all, or be getting beaten up by this dumb bitch,” Nurevia said.

      Her amethysts glowed. A moment later, the throwing knife glowed in sympathy, shimmering with an eerie purple light. Then it blurred across the room at Astra, who was still preoccupied with Nathan’s ward.

      The dagger slammed into Astra’s face point-first.

      Then it exploded into a thousand pieces without even scratching her. The purple light vanished. All three of Astra’s opals glowed briefly.

      “Really?” Nurevia growled. “Even after all these years?”

      “So young,” Astra said. She continued to strain with effort. Her eyes glared at Nathan and a pout crossed her face. “Fight me.”

      “Yes, I’ll fight the trigem Champion who is functionally immortal,” Nathan drawled. He shook his head and laughed. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      Astra stopped trying to rip the world open and lowered her arms. Her pout vanished. In its place, the smile from earlier returned.

      “You know how my gems work?” she asked, almost purring.

      “What?” Nurevia whispered.

      “Your trigem ability prevents the state of your body from changing. You can’t age. Weapons can’t cut you. Magic flows around your body harmlessly,” he explained. “It’s easily the most powerful trigem ability I’ve ever heard of.”

      Astra tilted her head to one side while the other dark elf stared at him with an open mouth. Nurevia looked between both of them in shock.

      “Is that true?” she asked Astra.

      “Yes,” the immortal said. “Omria gifted it to me.”

      Nathan blinked. He hadn’t known that part.

      “Really?” he asked, scratching his head. “I thought Omria ignored the dark elves.”

      “She did.” Astra smiled. “But why assume I lied?”

      Her smile turned devilish, but her opals didn’t glow. She walked back to the sofa she had been sitting on, poured more vodka, and sat back down.

      Nathan stared at her. “Was that it?”

      “No. But you won’t fight. So we talk.” She shrugged. “Sit. Drink. Answer me, I answer you.”

      “That was almost a real sentence,” he remarked.

      She glared at him. Despite her anger, he didn’t join her for a drink.

      “I know you want to talk, but I’m focused on business,” he said. “You said your Bastion was the threat. Which one do you serve?”

      “Does it matter?” Seraph asked as she joined him. Her regeneration ability had healed her injury already. “We can’t trust someone who attacks us for no reason.”

      Nathan stared at Seraph with a raised eyebrow.

      “You threatened me before forgiving me,” she whined. “Where is the whole ‘betray me and I will rip off your head’ speech?”

      “Can I hear that?” Astra asked, eyes bright.

      “Yeah, that sounds hot,” Nurevia said.

      “Oh my goddess,” Narime groaned as she joined them and sat in one of the surviving chairs. “What is wrong with all of you?”

      “It’s not my fault you’re not into the fun stuff.” Nurevia made a whipping motion.

      “Too tame,” Astra said.

      “Uhhh.” Nurevia raised her hands and stepped away from Astra. “I kind of want to agree, but your definition of ‘tame’ is my idea of exciting. You’re probably the only woman who would ask for Nathan to be bigger.”

      Astra’s eyes latched onto his crotch.

      Realizing that everybody had lost sight of their objective, despite his intention to focus on business, Nathan seized control of the conversation.

      “There are three Bastions in the Spires,” he explained. “Two of them share control of the binding stone in the nearby mountains. One of them protects the portal full time and the other the city. The third Bastion protects the portal and binding stone in the valley itself, outside the city. Which Bastion is rebelling?”

      Astra shrugged. “The one protecting the Council. He controls the guards. Only he can do this.”

      Something felt wrong. “Do you even care about him?”

      “No. I’ve killed many traitorous Bastions. I will forget his face quickly.”

      Cold.

      “Then why attack me?” Nathan asked.

      Astra smirked. “Are you a Messenger?”

      A chill ran down his spine. Her eyes pierced him, and he somehow knew that she was onto his secrets. But how?

      “No.”

      “You use their magic.”

      Nathan kept his cool, but her words alarmed him.

      Seraph intervened this time, moments before Narime could, “Ascended magic is used by more than just Messengers. Narime can use it.”

      Astra dismissed that argument with a glance and a roll of her eyes.

      “That’s not an argument,” Narime growled.

      “I’ve met Omria,” the dark elf said. “Slain Messengers. Met every race on Doumahr. I know magic.” She pointed at Nathan. “Your magic feels like a Messenger. Like Omria.”

      Like…

      “Omria?” he blurted out. “Isn’t that heresy?”

      “I am no believer.” Astra shrugged. “Her magic is like a hurricane. A Messenger is a storm. You are a rain cloud. But you are the same.”

      Nathan didn’t know how to process this. The news that Omria had some connection to Messengers was overwhelming to him. What little faith he had left was crumbling, especially given what he was learning about how Messengers worked and who was behind them.

      Who even was the Watcher Omria?

      “Whatever the case, I’m not a Messenger,” he ground out, ignoring the whirlpool of emotions within him. “I’m fighting to stop Doumahr from being destroyed by them and whoever is sending them here. Trust me.”

      Astra’s eyes widened, while everybody else nodded in response to Nathan’s words.

      “I see,” the trigem Champion said. “Let us talk more.”

      “No,” he said. “We can talk later. There’s potentially a coup taking place. I need to make preparations. Will you help us?”

      Astra pouted. “Do you promise me?”

      “Promise what?”

      She gulped, then looked as if she was concentrating really hard. Nathan knew what came next. Astra only looked like this when she was about to say a really long sentence. For whatever reason, she hated speaking properly.

      “Promise me that you will tell me why you look at me like that,” she said, staring at him with a gaze filled with longing.

      Another chill ran down his spine.

      He didn’t need to ask what she meant. Nathan knew damn well what she was referring to.

      After all, he had felt her die in his original world. He knew her, at least a little.

      “Fine,” he said.

      Astra nodded, then downed her vodka. She stood up.

      “We’re not going now,” he said, then gestured to the sleeping beastkin. They still hadn’t woken up. “But we need to make preparations. I need to talk to Sureev.”

      “I will find him,” Astra said.

      “And then what?” Seraph asked. “Nothing’s changed from earlier.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. We have Astra now. If she joins in, we’ll have the backing of the legendary trigem Champion of the Spires.” He grinned. “That means we can safely crack some heads.”
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      After Astra left, it fell to Nathan to encourage his sullen Champions. Being effortlessly tossed aside by Astra crushed their spirits. The two who had slept through the fight were especially distraught.

      Even Nurevia felt frustrated. She wasn’t one of Nathan’s Champions, but he felt close enough to her from his world to care about her.

      “Immortality,” Nurevia said, running a hand through her long lavender hair. “No wonder she talks so much crap about how young we all are.” Her eyes snapped to Nathan. “You seem to know everything. How old is she?”

      “Not as old as you’re probably thinking,” he said with a smile. “She doesn’t know about a lot of what is written in the records. She’s vague about dates, but I’m certain she can’t be older than six or seven hundred years old.”

      “That makes her the oldest person on Doumahr, Nathan,” Seraph observed with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah, that’s, uh, older than I thought.” Nurevia scowled. “And how the fuck can you say what she does and doesn’t know?”

      Everybody smirked at Nathan—except Nurevia, whose scowl intensified as she realized she wasn’t in on the joke.

      “Whatever,” the dark elf said.

      “The difference is one of magnitude,” Nathan said. “The Anfang Empire is thousands of years old. By contrast, Omria vanished only four hundred or so years ago, causing Falmir and Trafaumh to split off. And before that, something happened between her and the First Peoples to create this place.” He gestured at the surrounding Spire.

      “Don’t call them that. You make those pompous pricks sound like they’re worthy of respect,” Nurevia whined.

      “Should I call them winged elves instead? Isn’t that what you call them in your language?” Nathan asked.

      She blinked at him. Then she stared at the other Champions while pointing a finger at him. “Do you ever get used to this? Just asking.”

      “Not really. You slowly get accustomed to it, then he brings up something really crazy and you’re back to square one,” Narime said.

      “It’s great!” Fei chirped, bouncing on the balls of her feet. Nathan wasn’t sure the alcohol had worn off on her yet.

      Midnight approached while Astra was missing. The servants prepared some hangover cures for Ciana and Fei. Seraph practically poured one down the catgirl’s throat, as Fei hissed and fought like a cornered wildcat.

      No Champions or guards showed up to investigate the fight. Nathan knew others must have sensed the fight. Too much magic had been used. Astra’s involvement likely scared them off, or something else was in the works.

      Ciana rested next to him, her legs shuffling nervously. The others patrolled the floor, while Nathan used spatial magic to investigate his surroundings. Now that he had been detected, he didn’t bother trying to hide. Ensuring that he knew what was going on was the top priority.

      The powerful wards of the Spires interfered with his magic. Nathan knew very little about the Spires, given their age. He was surprised at how their intrinsic wards interfered with his spatial detection spell. The effects were subtle, but he had enough experience to recognize them.

      The wards gave him false readings, which changed when he poked at them. Determining reality became difficult.

      Would Narime realize this with her spells? Had she ever known this in his world, when she had used her spells to investigate the Spires? Questions for later.

      “I’m sorry,” Ciana mumbled.

      Nathan looked up, his concentration broken.

      “For what?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t help again.” She stared at the floor, eyes wide and shimmering with tears.

      “Ciana, I already told you—”

      “That doesn’t matter. I was sleeping this time. I should have…” A hiccup interrupted her.

      He ran a hand over her cheek. As if he had broken through an intangible barrier, Ciana turned and threw her arms around him. He winced at the crushing grip compressing his rib cage.

      Luckily, Ciana’s enhancements weren’t for strength. She was strong, but Nathan slept with a rowdy Fei on a regular basis. This was nothing.

      His hands ran through her hair and tail. He murmured soothing words to her while she sobbed into his chest. Nothing sensible left her mouth. Slowly, she recovered.

      Despite that, she remained in his arms.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

      He knew what this apology was for.

      “Don’t. I’m your Bastion. It’s my duty to support you.”

      She giggled. “Isn’t it the other way around? I’m supposed to protect you. Shouldn’t I be your shield to protect you from the world? To fight off attackers like Astra and conspiracies like this? I…”

      Her head buried itself in his chest again.

      “I took too long to see Leopold’s pain. He kept so much from me. Protected me while he raised me like a daughter,” Ciana said, her voice muffled as it rumbled against his body. “When I saw what happened to him after the cascade, all I could think of was whether this would happen to you.”

      Nathan listened quietly. He rubbed circles over her back.

      She continued, “I’m weak. Leopold trained me, but he wanted me to replace him. To become the first beastkin Bastion in the Empire. But I… I threw it away, because I was so scared. You and Leopold fought the Messenger together, and he nearly died. Then you invaded the Federation alone. Could I really protect you if I became a Bastion? Would I ever be happy like that?”

      Finally, Ciana looked up at Nathan, her horse ears flat against her head. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this before I became your Champion. I told Leopold, and he understood but…” she trailed off.

      Nathan chuckled and rubbed her cheek with one hand. She squawked with indignation when he pressed his thumb into it.

      “But you were worried I’d try to convince you otherwise? I don’t know why you care so much about me, Ciana, but I’m honored you do,” he said. “Nothing has changed.”

      She blushed. “It’s difficult to say why. Leopold thinks it’s because I’m a unicorn beastkin. But what I remember in those weeks we were together was how open you were. You treated me like an equal, even though I’m not. That’s why the letters hurt. You cut me out from the war. I thought you hated me, but everything else was the same. Any question I asked, you would have answers for that others patronized me about.”

      Letting out a deep breath, Nathan gently held Ciana at arm’s length. “I guess I should apologize then. The letters hurt you more than I expected. I left out the war, because I didn’t want to talk to you about something you had no control over and…” He paused and a lump formed in his throat.

      A sad smile crossed her face. “It’s because I died, isn’t it? In your timeline?”

      He closed his eyes. “Yes. It’s not something I can forget.”

      “But I’m here, Nathan. I’m not dead. And I’m going to be your shield.” Her arms dug into his back, and she grinned up at him. “Don’t forget that when you give me my diamond gem.”

      “Astra’s back,” Fei called out, interrupting them. She stared at the two of them together, her cheeks puffing up in jealousy.

      Nathan stood up before the catgirl did anything foolish, motioning for her to calm down. As he walked away, he knew he heard Ciana say something more.

      “You won’t need to do those sorts of things anymore,” Ciana mumbled to herself, eyes hard.

      He glanced back at her, but she merely smiled back.

      The arrival of Astra shifted his attention to the situation at hand. Sureev was with her, dressed as impeccably as ever. Bags drooped under his eyes, but he appeared to be alert.

      “I think some of that vodka would be good,” the ambassador said, making a beeline for the abandoned bottles and glasses. After the earlier incident, they had been set aside.

      Nathan and Astra joined him around the coffee table. The common room was enormous, so there were plenty of tables and sofas to use. Sureev raised an eyebrow at the wreckage from earlier, but said nothing. Instead, he served up three glasses. Nathan stopped him from pouring any more.

      “Did you spend an hour dressing, or is something going on?” Nathan asked. He drank very slowly.

      “Both.” Sureev chuckled. “It has been a very long couple of days. I’m not used to being in the Council chambers for so long.”

      Nathan straightened up. “Are you going to elaborate, or…?”

      After a long sip of his vodka, Sureev did so. “Both portals are currently under attack. A terribly unstable situation. The Bastions are requesting that we withdraw all our forces to the Spires in order to reinforce our homeland. Until the invasions end, they have also placed the Council—and therefore the entire Jormun Spire—under a protective lockdown.”

      Astra shrugged when Nathan gave her a questioning gaze. “Don’t know.”

      “This has been the case for days?” he confirmed.

      Sureev nodded.

      “Must be one hell of an invasion.” Nathan shook his head.

      “You don’t need a lifetime of political experience to understand they are lying. Fortunately, I have that, and I can tell you this is more than a lie.” Sureev drained his glass and poured another. “The Bastions are pressing the Council to make an immediate decision. This will irreparably harm relations with the Empire—to say nothing of the dangers of the Houkeem Desert—so I’ve been arguing your case for hours on end sometimes.”

      “Why the rush? Doesn’t the Council usually take weeks or months to make decisions?” Nathan asked.

      “Usually. This matter was shelved before you arrived, in order for Torneus’s trial to take place. But you’ve scared them. Perhaps somebody knows something.” Sureev glared at Nurevia.

      She raised her hands. “I don’t know anything about this crap.”

      To Nathan, it didn’t matter. This confirmed his worst fear: a military coup in the Spires.

      Something occurred to him.

      “They’re all backing one another? The Bastions, I mean,” Nathan asked.

      “Yes. That is the concerning part. They’ve been under suspicion since the cascade, as only they and the Council members have the ability to close the portals,” Sureev explained.

      Nathan nodded. He knew about the failsafes in the Spires. The ancient technology of this place was linked to the nearby portals, among other things. Ordinary people could control the demonic portals.

      For now, it was the only place in the world where this could be done. The secrets of the dark elves helped Falmir immensely in their magical science developments. Nathan planned to recreate many of those with the help of the Empire’s mages.

      “The Council,” Astra asked, leaning forward. “Their thoughts?”

      Sureev scowled. “They’re playing their cards close to their chest. It’s smart. If one of them is working with the Bastions, or a traitor, then they can eliminate the other councillors and declare them as the cause of the cascade.”

      Devious.

      “Somebody has to know something,” Nathan said.

      “The best source was about to go on trial,” Sureev pointed out.

      “True. And that trial hasn’t started yet. Talking to him is a good idea.”

      “I’ll try to get you access once we resolve this situation.” The ambassador finished his second glass, but didn’t pour a third.

      Nathan nodded. He wasn’t sure if Torneus would be of help after this matter was dealt with, but answers were always nice.

      “The Council needs to delay long enough for either the general public or our legend to intervene.” The ambassador inclined his head at Astra. “I suspect this is why the Bastions have moved so fast. They are worried that you might stop them.” He stared at Nathan.

      Ciana suddenly piped up, “But can’t they control Astra? I know Bastions have ways to keep Champions in line.”

      “Not here,” Astra growled.

      Sureev frowned, then his expression turned thunderous. “You’re speaking of heresy.”

      “To your race, yes. The rest of the world weaponizes their Champions more…” Nathan shifted uncomfortably. “More thoroughly. If a Champion rebels, a Bastion can overload her gems and shut them down, or they can pump binding stone power through their mental link and kill them.”

      Everybody stared at him. Including Seraph, for once.

      “You know how to do that?” Seraph asked him.

      For once, he had a good excuse. “It’s part of the academy’s training.” His tone was flat. “I don’t expect to need it.”

      She let out a breath, and he didn’t miss the way her expression lightened.

      “So, we don’t need to worry about Astra,” Ciana said.

      “No.” Astra’s gaze was hard.

      The atmosphere slowly settled. The clock ticked past midnight.

      “Are they still up there?” Nathan asked.

      “They should be,” Sureev said.

      “You said we’d crack heads,” Seraph said. “Is that your plan?”

      Nathan opened his mouth to reply, but Astra stood up instead.

      “It’s mine,” she declared. “He’s up there.”

      With those words, she strode off.

      Everybody stared after her. Sureev and Nathan looked at each other.

      Cursing, Nathan finally realized what Astra likely planned to do. “Narime, stay down here and protect Sureev and Ciana.”

      “What? Why?” she asked, tails rising.

      “Because you can teleport,” he shouted as he ran after Astra with his Champions.

      He caught Astra at the elevator. She held the door open, and they rushed in. Once inside, she slotted in a key, turned it, then shoved the lever all the way to the top. The cage door ratcheted shut.

      Then the elevator began to rise.

      Nobody said a word.

      “This is political,” Nathan said, looking down at Astra.

      “Traitor,” she replied.

      Everybody else stiffened. He rolled his eyes.

      “Use more words,” he reminded Astra.

      “He’s a traitor,” Astra corrected.

      The others relaxed.

      “Are you really going to kill him?” Nurevia asked. “I mean, it’ll be hilarious, but it seems like a really dumb idea.”

      “I am Astra. I protect the Spires.” The trigem Champion’s eyes reflected nothing of the outside world.

      Nathan felt a shudder down his spine. Astra looked up at him and grimaced.

      “Even now,” she said. “You see death.”

      “What?”

      “My death. You see it,” she said. “In your eyes.”

      Is that why she kept talking about his eyes? He didn’t quite follow.

      “We’ll talk after this,” he said.

      “Good.”

      The others stared at him. Nurevia appeared to want to strangle him. She knew nothing about his secrets, and it infuriated her.

      When they arrived at the top, a mass of guards greeted them. A pair of monogem Champions stood guard. They raised their weapons and their amethysts glowed.

      Then Astra stepped out and they froze.

      “Leave,” she snapped.

      Nobody moved.

      Astra’s opals glowed. She raised her hands.

      Weapons clattered on the ground. Guards sprinted in every direction. The Champions held their ground.

      Or at least, they did for a few seconds. One fainted, collapsing to the ground. The other refused to move. Fei pushed her over when they passed, giggling as she did so.

      “Don’t be mean,” Seraph said. “That could be us.”

      Fei tilted her head. “Is she that strong?”

      “If she wanted to, she could have splattered me against the wall.” Seraph made an exploding motion with her hands.

      Fei’s eyes widened in terror. She clung onto Nathan’s jacket as they strode up the final steps to the Council chambers.

      Guards fled as they approached. Champions and hunters retreated, gesturing to each other.

      Nathan wondered how many dark elves he would have had to kill if he didn’t have Astra with him.

      Too many.

      Also, he knew there was no invasion taking place. Half the Champions in the Spires were here. Someone expected an invasion, but it wasn’t of demons. Given they weren’t fighting Astra, who did they expect to attack?

      “You, probably,” Seraph said. “You might have missed it, but you kind of terrify people.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Yes. At least, the intelligent ones. A few old friends have asked me about you.”

      That wasn’t the reputation that Nathan had wanted to build. Or the one he thought he had built.

      Maybe he needed to spend less time in his castles, surrounded by fawning beastkin. For that matter, he wondered what they really thought of him. He only saw those that liked him. How many feared him, or hated him?

      They reached the ramps that led to the chambers. The floor turned to a dark slate. Memories assaulted Nathan of past visits.

      This time, he wasn’t visiting the Council to beg for their assistance or ask them to abandon their home.

      He stepped forward, Astra next to him.

      Voices echoed off the sandstone walls. Marble balconies sat high on the tall walls. A deep chill set into his bones as the cool outside air met his skin. The council chamber faced an open void on one end. Anybody who fell from it plummeted to certain death. Maybe Astra could survive it, but nobody else could.

      Over two dozen Champions stood around the edges of the chamber. On the balconies sat the five elected councillors of Aurelia. Each sat on an ostentatious throne and wore enough piercings and jewelry to fill an entire store. Armored guards stood next to them instead of Champions. Nathan suspected those guards were trained spellblades or mages.

      In the center stood a spindly man with wiry hair. He ignored Nathan and continued to argue with the Council in the dark elf tongue. Nathan didn’t understand his words well enough to follow his rapid fire talking.

      As it turned out, it didn’t matter.

      Astra walked forward. A pair of hunters tried to block her path. Astra’s opals flared, but the hunters didn’t move. So she sent them sprawling across the chamber.

      Silence fell.

      All eyes fell on Astra.

      “Traitor,” Astra said, pointing at the man in the chamber.

      Then she popped her Bastion’s head like a ripe melon.
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      The dark elf Bastion’s body collapsed, the remains of his head splashing all over the stone floor. Everyone in the chamber stood frozen.

      A subtle web of magic expanded from his corpse. Dozens of threads of magic snapped into existence, connecting the body to the Champions that once belonged to it. One of those extended to Astra. Nathan felt the ghost connection form between Bastion and Champion for one last time. He saw the shocked expressions cross the faces of many women in the room.

      Then those threads shattered. For an instant, a hole formed in Nathan’s magical senses, as if magic had been sucked out of the world. Then he felt nothing.

      The Champions reached for their gems in a panic. They flailed about with their arms, some shouting nonsense. A couple cast ordinary spells, but seemed disappointed at the results. None of their gems lit up.

      With the death of their Bastion, their powers as Champions were lost. They could be reactivated, but it was far more difficult process than simply transferring a Champion to a new Bastion. Right now, they were the closest to human that a Champion ever became.

      Astra stood perfectly still, her hands still outstretched from where she had pressed them together in the air. Her opals had dulled.

      Up on the balconies, the Council members formed grim expressions. Some pressed their hands into their faces. Their guards closed ranks around them, wary.

      A moment later, Nathan realized why.

      “Now!” one of the dark elf Champions shouted. Her single amethyst lit up.

      Nathan cursed. Not every Champion relied on this Bastion.

      Eight dark elf Champions charged them, although only two were duogems. All of them had typical gems: amethysts, garnets, sapphires, and the like.

      “Protect Astra,” he snapped, glowing triangles snapping into existence over his arms.

      His Champions still lacked weapons, but they didn’t need them. He trusted in the abilities of his girls, over the raw quantity that the Spires churned out.

      Fei’s body wreathed itself in flame as she darted forward. A reedy monogem dark elf screamed in fear as the flaming catgirl tackled her. Nathan wouldn’t need to worry about that fight.

      In front of him, Seraph nearly blinked forward as she blasted out energy waves with her hands. The clothes and weapons of the closest monogem nearly disintegrated, and she stumbled in fear. Behind her, a duogem went for the throat. Seraph received the blade through her arm, before kicking the Champion away.

      “Nurevia, catch,” Seraph said as she plucked the short sword from her arm and tossed it to Nurevia.

      “Ta,” Nurevia said with a grin.

      She twirled, caught the sword, and her amethysts glowed.

      The monogem charging Nurevia hesitated, and it saved her life. Nurevia’s sword only vaporized the monogem’s hand when it slammed into the hilt of her scimitar. Before the monogem could even let out a scream, Nurevia kicked her into a disempowered Champion. Another Champion stepped up, her single diamond gleaming as she took on a far more powerful enemy.

      Nathan stepped in front of Astra as a monogem sapphire darted in. Her gem glowed right as she jabbed with her sword. Nathan rolled his eyes and blasted her in the knees with blades of wind. The blast bowled her over. She screamed as she tumbled end over end, blood streaming from her legs, right down the ramp out of the chamber.

      That left two Champions they hadn’t covered. Nathan prepared a spatial spell to handle one, but he needed help with the other.

      Too late, he realized.

      Astra hadn’t moved an inch, other than lowering her arms. She stared at the duogem sapphire charging at her.

      Magic roared through Nathan’s body. He prepared to step in and try to save her. Then he stopped.

      Astra’s opals were glowing.

      The saber of the attacking Champion turned into a blur as both sapphires glowed. Some sort of rapid-attacking ability, Nathan guessed. Several blows streaked into Astra’s body at once, faster than Nathan’s eyes followed.

      When the ability stopped, the saber disintegrated into dust. The Champion stared at the hilt of her broken weapon.

      Astra broke her jaw a second later. The blow appeared weaker than normal, given the duogem attacker remained standing. Normally, that would have knocked her head clean off. Astra’s opals didn’t glow during the attack.

      The other Champion froze at the sight and pointed at Astra in fear. “How? He’s dead! You should be powerless. Monster!”

      Astra turned to face her accuser, fire in her eyes. She grinned and cracked her neck. When she took a step forward, the attacking Champion took a step backward. As did almost every dark elf in the room who wasn’t in the middle of combat.

      Nathan stared at Astra. He genuinely didn’t know how her immortality worked, he realized. It was definitely a gem ability. That was why her opals had lit up. And he had felt Astra lose her connection to her Bastion.

      Had Omria truly gifted her immortality? Was this the power of a goddess?

      Or, Nathan wondered, was this the power of a Messenger, or a being such as Kadria’s boss?

      Whatever the case, it meant that gems could be modified by other beings. Nathan needed to be on the lookout for signs of strange gem abilities or anything similar.

      “Enough! All Champions, stand down by the orders of the One True Council of Aurelia!” a councillor shouted at the top of her lungs. She looked genuinely old, but like most dark elves, aged gracefully. Nathan suspected she had to be over 150 years old.

      The dark elves still in combat fell back. Only the one fighting Fei didn’t, mostly because she was in no state to do so.

      “Somebody put that wretch out of her misery,” the councillor snapped.

      Before anybody else reacted, Fei managed to snap her opponent’s neck. Her sapphires glowed so brightly that Nathan worried they were about to explode. Had Fei overfilled them with magic somehow?

      The enemy Champions glared at Fei, but she simply blew flames at them.

      “Council, they are traitors, we must—” one of the dark elf Champions began to say.

      “Silence!” the guards next to the Council roared, nearly deafening Nathan. Fei squeaked, then glared at them.

      “The Council passes judgment, not mere soldiers,” the female councillor snapped, glaring at the Champions below her. “Leave us.”

      “But—”

      “Leave!” the guards bellowed.

      Long ears drooping, the dark elf Champions scattered. Before Nathan could do so as well, the councillor gestured to him.

      “Stay, Lord Nathan,” she said, before taking a seat again.

      The guards glared at him. One of them whispered into the councillor’s ear, and she rolled her eyes and said something to him in return.

      Nathan stepped into the center of the chamber.

      “Um, do we need this?” Fei asked, pointing at the corpse of Astra’s former Bastion.

      “No,” Astra said, before anybody else could disagree.

      An instant later, Fei reduced the body to ash. The dark elves watched in silence. If they disagreed, they kept their opinions and emotions to themselves.

      Truthfully, they probably appreciated it. Fei had disposed of the evidence for them in as convenient a manner as possible. The Council could make up whatever story they wished to explain his disappearance.

      The female councillor said something to the guard, who then said, “Where is Ambassador Sureev?”

      The others looked at Nathan in confusion, save for Astra. They wondered why the Council didn’t speak to Nathan directly.

      Nathan sighed. “Can we not play this game?”

      The guard opened his mouth to argue.

      Nathan pressed his point before he was hounded by the dark elf dogs, “There’s no crowd jeering at us. Nobody is asking you to kick us off the edge.” He jabbed a thumb at the void behind him. “This meeting is off the public record, effectively. The Champions have no influence. None of you will be voted out because you actually talk to me, instead of carrying out this pointless pantomime.”

      He looked each of the Council members in the eye. Two of them glared back, but three returned his gaze blandly.

      “You presume much for someone who knows nothing of the Spires, whelp,” a muscled and bald councillor said.

      “He seems to know plenty, Laechrias,” a lanky and young dark elf said. He had, by far, the most piercings visible and showed the most skin. His name was Dmitri, if Nathan recalled. He and the woman had been the only two councillors he recognized from his world.

      “It doesn’t matter what he knows. This is unwise,” a practically ancient man said.

      “Oh, shut up, Ivo. What’s been unwise is letting things get to this point.” The final councillor was a veritable giant of a dark elf, with thick, long hair full of jewelry.

      “Can we focus?” the female councillor said. “Doran, don’t provoke other councilors.”

      “Yes, dear,” Doran said, a smirk crossing his face.

      “Do not.” Her eyes flashed. She turned to face Nathan and rested her face in one hand. “You are correct, Lord Nathan. This is a private affair. But that does not mean we should suspend our traditions.”

      “I’d make a joke about whether your tradition is about mocking humans, but I already asked Sureev that,” Nathan said. “Councilor…” he paused, trying to remember her name, “Veleria, let’s not waste time. Enough has been wasted as is.”

      She raised an eyebrow at his usage of her name. The guards simmered.

      “This is a waste of time,” Ivo said.

      “Shut up,” the giant, Doran, said. He stared down at Nathan. “So, where’s Sureev? I figured he’d be with you, and he’ll need to talk to the other Bastions after this.”

      “Downstairs. This didn’t seem like a situation for him.”

      “And what exactly do you think this situation was? Because it doesn’t look good for you. A Bastion from the Empire assisting with treason is not something we can overlook.”

      Nathan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Beside him, Astra’s face scrunched up in confusion. She looked at each of the councillors, one-by-one.

      “A coup. And a fairly obvious one at that,” Nathan said. He raised a hand to forestall any rejoinder, as the angry old men on the Council opened their mouths to argue. “I just said not to waste time. Do you often debate breaking your alliance with the Empire while surrounded by dozens of Champions, while the Bastions claim demons are invading at the same time?”

      Dmitri laughed. “No wonder Sureev likes you.” He looked at the other councillors and pointed at Nathan. “Can we keep him?” They ignored him.

      “You’re admitting to being behind this?” Ivo asked, the old man leaning forward. The guards muttered to each other.

      Astra instantly opened her mouth.

      “I am,” Nathan declared, talking over the trigem Champion. “I’m not about to let a close ally of the Empire fall to a military coup due to a treasonous Bastion. I convinced Astra to help me and ensured Sureev couldn’t warn anybody.”

      A fairly transparent effort to shelter them. But both Dmitri and Doran nodded at him, and he somehow knew he had made the right call.

      Nathan didn’t know most of the Council, but Dmitri and Veleria were trustworthy. They had remained in the Spires until the very end in his world. If Doran was on their side, then that made Ivo and Laechrias suspicious. Not that Nathan knew dark elf politics well enough to say that for sure.

      Veleria sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Fei giggled at the motion, looking at Nathan. She likely thought it funny that he shared the same stress tic as Veleria.

      “It will take us years to recover from this. We have lost a Bastion, dozens of Champions are without their power, and the Spires will be in turmoil once they find out. Was intervention truly worth the price, Lord Nathan?” Veleria asked.

      “The price is nothing compared to the alternative,” Nathan said coldly. “The Spires must remain standing and strong. At no point should you ever be considering using what I know is hidden beneath this very chamber.”

      He slammed a foot down on the slate flooring.

      A chill ran through the chamber. The councillors stared at him with wide eyes, and even Astra appeared to be shocked.

      Doran started clapping. “Well, now I know why Gorthal sent you.”

      The other councillors glared at him, but he simply smirked back at them.

      “Thank you for your time, Lord Nathan,” Veleria said. “We will need time to consider what happened tonight. Ambassador Sureev will speak to you later and summon you once we are ready to relay to you our decision.”

      The guards didn’t bellow out a dismissal. Instead, Nathan simply walked out of the chamber. Astra remained behind to talk to the Council.

      They found Sureev immediately outside the chamber, and he nodded to them as he walked past with several guards. Clearly, the Council had moved quickly to summon him.

      “What’s hidden beneath the chamber?” Fei asked with wide eyes as they left.

      Nathan made an explosion gesture with his hands. The others stared at him.

      “Do you really think that a race that spent millennia as slaves would ever willingly return to it?” he asked rhetorically. “It’s their failsafe. The Spires will never be taken by force.”

      The next few days passed uneventfully. Nathan was allowed to leave the Jormun Spire, although he didn’t bother. Being glared at and mocked by a bunch of dark elves wasn’t his idea of a good time. But he let his Champions go with Astra, and they came back with bags of things they wouldn’t show him. Ciana’s face when he inquired spoke volumes.

      Nurevia slipped away one morning. Nathan caught her when she crept through the common room.

      “Going back to Tharban?” he asked. Despite his mixed feelings about her, disappointment welled up inside him.

      Nurevia refused to meet his gaze. “I mean, we’re done here. If I stay any longer, the Council might make an example of me to cover things up.”

      “You have a choice, you know.”

      “I…” she finally looked at him, and her purple eyes held a look of regret he found unfamiliar. “I want you. Badly. You exude a suffocating pressure that I can’t get enough of. Even if you don’t do everything I’d like.”

      He waited for her to finish.

      “But I’m not a traitor,” she said, looking down. “Tharban hasn’t done anything I haven’t asked him to.”

      “Do you actually believe that?” Nathan asked.

      She scowled. “Fuck you.”

      She stormed off.

      “The door’s always open. At least so long as you don’t do something you’ll regret,” he called after her.

      He meant that, surprisingly. Absence made the heart grow fonder. Nathan didn’t know if he could trust Nurevia, but he found her biting presence comforting in an odd way.

      And it’s not like he really worried about her betraying him. The fact she returned to Tharban after all of this spoke volumes about her loyalty, even if it was misplaced. Nathan merely needed to find a way to deal with Tharban.

      One day, Sureev approached him.

      “The Council has given us permission to question Torneus,” he said.

      They ascended to a jail in the upper levels of the Spire. The wards around the cells prickled at Nathan’s senses as he entered them. Torneus’s cell was sparsely furnished. He had a bed, a chair, a bookshelf, and a combined shower and toilet.

      The man himself appeared to be in good health. His white hair was closely cropped, as always, and he still had his wiry muscle. The main difference was how dim his eyes were. In past encounters, they had contained a fire. Torneus had once been a man possessed with spirit. Now he was broken.

      Astra entered the cell with Sureev and Nathan, but the jailers remained outside.

      “How amusing,” Torneus said. He folded the corner of the page he was reading, then closed his book. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.” He nodded at Sureev. “It’s been some time, Ambassador.”

      Neither Nathan or Sureev answered. Instead, Nathan looked around the cell and reached out with his magical senses. These strange wards stabbed at him.

      “We are under watch,” Sureev advised him.

      “I figured,” Nathan replied.

      He then raised a hand and cast wards over the cell. Sureev blinked.

      “That felt unfamiliar,” the ambassador said.

      “It should,” Astra said, earning her a glare.

      “A conversation you don’t want overheard?” Torneus asked, a smile forming on his lips. “I believe I told you plenty last time.”

      “You were also drunk,” Nathan said. “I have some fairly specific questions this time. My head’s in the game, now.”

      “Ah. How curious. I’m all ears. If they’re interesting enough, I promise I’ll answer truthfully,” Torneus said, his eyes glittering.

      “Even if they implicate you?”

      “I’m going to die here anyway. How can the truth hurt me?” The old man laughed.

      “Lies might aid you, however.”

      “I get the feeling you know enough to see through them. I hear things about you, despite being in here. Curious things, Lord Nathan.” Torneus drew out the syllables with a smirk. “Amazing that people refer to a mere Bastion as a lord.”

      Nathan ignored the jibe. “Did you have any involvement in the cascade?”

      “How boring. I already told you the answer.”

      “This is related to something more interesting. I’m pretty sure I know who did it,” Nathan said.

      “Hmm.” Torneus hummed. “Fine. I’ll humor you. The answer is still no.”

      “Did you make any attempt to kill Princess Alice or Countess von Clair?”

      The old man stared at him. His lips thinned and he steepled his hands in front of him. The old Torneus slowly returned. “No.”

      Nathan nodded. “Who passed on the information about Princess Alice going to Falmir during winter?”

      Torneus’s eyes nearly glowed. Fire returned to them. “Who do you think?”

      A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. “Falmir.”

      Torneus whistled, even as Sureev and Astra stared at Nathan in shock.

      “Indeed.” The old man leaned back and cracked his knuckles, a smirk crossing his face. “They were involved from the start. We coordinated our plans to attack Gharrick Pass with Falmir, so they would tie up the Imperial Army in the west. When that failed, they provided intelligence to try to keep the war going. They underestimated you, however.”

      Nathan closed his eyes. He ignored Sureev’s follow-up question, and Torneus’s sarcastic answer.

      The facts added up. In Nathan’s world, he and other Champions had deployed to the borders of the Empire months ahead of its collapse. He had believed it was due to rising tensions. But now that he was older, he knew how odd it was to deploy so much military strength to the border of a friendly neighbor.

      “Were Trafaumh involved?” he asked, rubbing his nose.

      “Not with me,” Torneus said. “Of course, we met here.”

      Silence. Sureev looked around, as if expecting to be attacked.

      “My wards prevent anybody from eavesdropping,” Nathan said. “Don’t worry about spies.”

      “Shit,” Sureev breathed. “I thought we were dead.”

      “Impressive,” Torneus said. “Then I’ll tell you the rest, although I doubt you need to hear it. I never worked with the Council. Too public for a human like me. And your Nationalists detest foreigners, so Tharban was out. I worked with proxies from Falmir and the Spires’ Bastions.”

      Astra ground her teeth. “All of them?”

      “Yours and one that retired,” Torneus said.

      “Then that means your only active connection is dead,” Nathan said.

      “Plausible deniability,” Sureev said.

      “Yes.”

      “I won’t ask what happened, but that sounds convenient.” Torneus shrugged. “I’m sure you can work out how the cascade happened.”

      “Falmir wanted a large enough war to distract the Empire so it could invade. I stopped them at Gharrick Pass. Then I nearly achieved peace. So they triggered the cascade. Presumably, they’re also working with Tharban to agitate the Bastions here. Nurevia knew Gareth’s name, and he’s…” Nathan sighed. “Well, he tried to openly assassinate somebody in Aleich.”

      “So what will you do?” Torneus asked.

      Nathan stood, then walked to the exit. He banished his wards.

      “What I’m already doing. It seems to be working well enough,” he said.

      Then he left.

      The Council summoned Nathan and Astra later that day. This time, there was nobody else present other than their guards. The chamber appeared eerily empty.

      The councillors appeared to be grumpy, save for Veleria, whose face was a mask.

      Nathan and Astra stood in the center. Sureev left when instructed.

      Leaning forward, Veleria spoke softly, “After much deliberation, the Council has made its decision. Grand Marshal Astra, you are to be exiled.”

      Astra tilted her head in confusion, her eyes widening. The faces of the guards stiffened, and their grips tightened on their weapons. But they didn’t look at Astra. Instead, they glared at the various councillors.

      A pit formed in Nathan’s stomach. Was he about to witness another coup, days after stopping the first? Astra was a legend.

      Or was this intentional? Nathan had no idea what was happening.

      Despite that, he intervened and stepped forward.

      “That’s a mistake,” he said.

      “This does not concern you,” Veleria said.

      “It does. Because I’ll claim Astra as my Champion the moment she leaves here,” Nathan said.

      The dark elf in question turned and stared at him in shock.

      “How dare you—” Ivo said, rising from his seat.

      “Shut up,” Nathan snapped. “I killed the Bastion. If you punish Astra for it, then I’ll take her. But I don’t think you want that. She’s your legend. So why don’t we cut a deal?”

      Ivo’s eyes bulged.

      The young councillor, Dmitri, spoke up. “Alright.”

      Everybody stared at him, including the guards.

      Dmitri grinned. “It’ll be awhile before we can find a Bastion our legend can trust.” His eyes glittered, and Nathan suddenly realized what was going on. “Why don’t you hold on to her for the time being. In exchange, you won’t speak a word of what has happened here. The Spires will maintain its alliance with the Anfang Empire so long as you hold up your end of the bargain and help us defend our portals if necessary. She is our legend, after all.”

      He winked.

      “A fair deal, given the circumstances,” Doran grunted out.

      Veleria nodded.

      Nathan relaxed. This felt almost too easy. As if their intention had been to get Astra out of the Spires to begin with.

      Out of reach of their current Bastions, that is. And it gave them a convenient excuse to support the Empire.

      “Hold on, that’s not what we agreed,” Ivo said.

      “Agreements change,” Doran said. “I feel that we’re done here.”

      “We are. Until next we meet, Lord Nathan, Astra.” Veleria gave Astra a sad smile as her mask slipped.

      One of the councillors, Laechrias, remained silent. He looked to the chamber entrance for a long moment, as if looking for someone.

      The Council stood and left as one, taking their guards with them.

      Nathan and Astra stood alone in the chamber, surrounded by the cold, unfeeling stone of the Spires.

      Astra stared at the empty balconies in shock. For the first time that Nathan recalled, her green eyes looked lost. She clenched and unclenched her fists.

      “Astra,” he called out, before placing a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him, unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. “It’s time to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Nathan remembered his first meeting with Astra all too well.

      She crossed with him during his first visit with Charlotte and the others, back in his original world. With one look of her piercing green eyes, she dismissed him.

      “Weak,” she said, and strode off.

      Gareth and Vala had chuckled, while Narime and Charlotte gave him sympathetic looks. Astra’s rebuke had been directed solely at Nathan. His younger self had done his best not to take it personally, but it had stung to have a living legend insult him.

      He should have realized that having any attention paid to him at all was special.

      During his next visit, he ended up sparring with her while Charlotte negotiated. The Council still refused to help with the Federation. The clock ticked away. Nathan passed the time in the training halls of the Jormun Spire.

      At some point, Astra showed up and began to repeatedly floor him. It became a ritual of sorts. The moment she showed up, everybody cleared out, and she beat up on him. It pissed him off, but he learned a lot. Vala laughed from the sidelines.

      “Why fight?” Astra asked him.

      “Words,” he grunted out, trying to dodge her palm strike. She feinted and sent him sprawling with a knee.

      “Why do you fight?” she corrected. For whatever reason, she got worse at talking the more time he spent with her. Wasn’t it usually the other way around with her type?

      “You mean here? Against the demons? For Falmir? Philosophically?” he asked while lying on his back.

      She kicked him in the ribs for being a smartass. He coughed up a lung, then did his best to use regenerative magic on himself. Once he recovered the ability to talk, he grabbed a cold drink and sat down.

      His gaze landed on Vala, who was teaching a monogem Champion how to focus her gem ability better. Despite himself, he felt his gaze soften. How many years had he been with her? Even with his new Champions, and the affections of Nurevia and Ciana, he still cared deeply for her.

      “Better. Strong eyes,” Astra said, smiling. “I get it.”

      He looked back at her. “What? No, I fight to protect everyone. Vala is… well, she fights to protect me, and I protect her.”

      Astra shook her head. “So young.”

      Her comment annoyed him, so he sparred with her again. Naturally, she beat him up.

      Time passed. He saw her from time to time. They never became close. But he talked with her often enough to understand her, even when she was being uncommunicative. The giddiness of being close to a living legend wore off, and he eventually found her bad habits and anti-social behavior more irritating than endearing.

      Then everything went to hell. Narime killed Torneus. The Federation collapsed. Arcadia exploded in civil war. Messengers and demons tore across the eastern stretch of Doumahr.

      Falmir and Trafaumh initiated their plans for mass evacuation and a defensive line along the Gharrick Mountains and the remains of the Anfang Empire. Charlotte returned home. Gareth became busy preparing defenses at Gharrick Pass.

      Nathan’s job was to defend Forselle Valley. That also meant he needed to convince the Spires to evacuate. Millions of dark elves were in danger, to say nothing of dozens of powerful warriors. The Spires weren’t a fortress. Defending them was insanity.

      “Our decision is final,” Veleria declared, and stormed off along with most of the council.

      Dmitri remained behind, playing with his bejeweled hair. Nathan raised his hands, as if asking why.

      “Our ancestors claimed this home with blood and anguish. They slaved in the mountains for thousands of years for the faeries,” Dmitri said, his genial demeanor missing. “This is our legacy, left to us by the goddess. Omria’s will granted us glory. Perhaps it is by her will that she takes it from us.”

      “I don’t think the demons have anything to do with the goddess,” Nathan said.

      “Perhaps. But my race was born here. I will not abandon our home. Good luck, Nathan. May Omria guide you.”

      With those words, Dmitri left. The dark elves refused to abandon the Spires in the face of the incoming demonic horde.

      That night, Nathan drank with Astra for the first time. He learned of her obscene alcohol tolerance. Nurevia loved vodka, but this was his first time drinking it straight.

      “I don’t get it,” he growled. “This is insanity. You know how huge the horde is. You’ve fought Messengers. They’re obscenely strong, and getting stronger.”

      Astra drained her glass and poured more. “This is home.”

      “I know that, but… Can’t you find a new home?” He scratched his head. “If you’re dead, that’s it. I have Champions who lost their homes. But they have a future. You’ll lose yours. So will everybody else.”

      She didn’t answer. Minutes passed in silence.

      “Why do you fight?” she asked.

      It took him a while to remember that she had asked him the same question months ago.

      “To protect everyone,” he said resolutely. “My Champions. My princess. The people fleeing across the mountain range. The soldiers. All those people who will die.” His expression darkened. “All those people who shouldn’t have died.”

      “Really?” Astra asked.

      “Yes.”

      She sighed and seemed to pause to think. “What about Vala?”

      He stared at her. “She’s… Like I said, I’m fighting for everybody. Even for you.”

      “Mmm.” Astra looked away. “You asked. This is home. I fight for it.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she raised a hand. Her face screwed up in concentration, which he knew meant she wanted to say something longer.

      “All of the people I fight for are buried here,” Astra said with a sad smile. “Generations of Champions I trained. Bastions I fought for. Councillors I hated. People who trusted me. I am Astra. Legend. This is home. My home.”

      Nathan stared at her. Slowly, the truth crashed home in his head.

      Astra had watched the rise and fall of countless generations of dark elves. To Nathan, Falmir was his home, but only because he had grown up there.

      By contrast, Astra had buried several lifetimes worth of friends here. She didn’t speak of distant ancestors who bled for her sake. Only of her precious memories.

      Nathan couldn’t understand. But he realized that was alright. He hadn’t lived Astra’s life. And she was old enough to make her own decisions.

      The next day, the nightmare worsened. A cascade rippled through the Spires. A Messenger nearly broke through the portal in the mountains next to the Spires. A dozen dark elf Champions died and Astra’s Bastion had been killed. They had been reduced to a single Bastion now, in command of the valley binding stone.

      Nathan had stopped the Messenger only by taking control of the binding stone in the mountains. The remaining dark elf Bastion rapidly took back control of as many Champions as possible, but he wasn’t strong enough for Astra. A trigem Champion was too much for him.

      “Help me,” Astra asked Nathan once she cornered him.

      He stared at her as her request slowly sunk in. Caravans of dark elves poured out of the city behind him. Although the military and Council remained, the close call with the Messenger had spooked the civilians. A general evacuation began.

      “You’ll die,” Nathan said. “You can still leave.”

      Astra didn’t repeat her words from the other night. Instead, she simply stared at him, her piercing green eyes pressing him to help.

      “You have a chance to walk away,” he said. “You’re not a Champion. But if I claim you…”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      That sealed it for him. If Astra wouldn’t leave no matter what, he would honor her wishes. He conducted the gem reactivation ceremony. It was immensely difficult, given she was a trigem. The process exhausted him.

      Once it was done, he topped up her opals. Her gems felt odd, but he didn’t pry.

      “Astra, if you’re staying, I’ll—” he began to say.

      She cupped his face in her hands and leaned forward.

      “Become strong, Nathan,” she said. “Thank you.”

      A small part of him understood what she meant. The rest of him ignored it, and he simply left. Astra watched him go with a gentle smile.

      When the demons came, he defended Forselle Valley with everything he had. His defenses slowly wore down, and he knew his efforts were hopeless. He felt Astra’s gem constantly, as well as the invasions that struck at the Spires through the binding stone.

      Then she vanished. His heart stopped. The world seemed to compress in on itself for an instant. His eyes turned to the mountains in the distance, where the shadows of the Spires could be faintly seen.

      The air shattered with an explosion of purple and blue flames. More explosions rippled outward from the Spires. The earth rumbled, and parts of the mountainside fell away. The home of the dark elves became consumed in a magical detonation miles wide. Gusts of wind flattened the grass and whipped at Nathan’s face.

      The Council of Aurelia had activated the final failsafe within the Spires. Everyone and everything within them was dead. The binding stones became inert. With their sacrifice, and that of Astra’s, the defense of the Gharrick Mountains held.

      Nathan refused to let the history of his world repeat. Astra had given everything for him.

      He had become strong, and he knew what he fought for. It wasn’t for everyone. It was for those he cared about. His Champions, Anna, Alice, the beastkin in his castle—the people who made up his day-to-day life.

      Now, it was his turn to protect Astra.

      She sat next to him in the carriage as they returned to Castle Forselburg. Sureev had lent him an extra carriage for the return trip, and Nathan used it to gain some privacy. Astra’s mental state concerned him. The last thing he needed was one of the other Champions causing problems.

      Her eyes stared blankly at the seat opposite her.

      “Do you want to talk?” Nathan asked her.

      She stared up at him. Then she blinked. “Why?”

      “Didn’t you want to talk to me? Or have I become boring now?”

      “You’re not…” she trailed off. “It hurts.”

      “I know.” He threw an arm around her. “But your home is still there. You’ll go back. That’s the important part, Astra. Nothing is forever, so long as you’re alive.”

      “Can you kill me?” she asked him.

      “No.”

      “Liar.”

      He grimaced. “I know that you can die, despite how strange your gem ability is. But I don’t know how.”

      She poked his side. “How?”

      “I’m from a world where everything ended. Falmir’s plot succeeded. Messengers destroyed the Empire, then the Federation and Arcadia. The Spires then activated the failsafe inside the council chambers, and vaporized everything in the vicinity,” he explained. “Not the most effective way to weaponize a binding stone, but nobody even knew it was possible until then.”

      Her eyes bore into him. “I died.”

      “Yes. Either from the explosion or something else before it. It’s possible your death is what triggered the failsafe.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t there, obviously.”

      “You’re here,” she said, and poked him again.

      “I… saw the end of it all. I came back.” He scratched the back of his head.

      “Liar.”

      She had him there.

      “I’m not a Messenger. But their power is the only way to save Doumahr,” he said. “I’m not even sure there’s any difference between a Bastion and a Messenger. We’re all connected to binding stones in some way. If you’re right that my ascended magic feels like a Messenger, then it only proves my point.”

      The only reason Nathan felt confident telling Astra this was because she couldn’t pancake him at will. Her immortality remained, but her superstrength was muted.

      Despite that, she didn’t appear to be angry.

      “Makes sense,” she said.

      “It does?” he asked.

      “You know things. Your magic.” Astra looked him in the eyes. “I believe you.”

      Oh, she was talking about how he traveled through worlds.

      Astra’s eyes turned to the window. She stared at the passing landscape with a blank expression.

      “Will you fight for me?” Nathan asked her.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Sincerely?”

      She laughed. “You are strong. Yes. Nurevia says your dick is big.”

      “What if it’s not?”

      “Then no.” Astra smirked at him.

      He hit her and she laughed again.

      Despite the jokes, shadows remained in her eyes.

      “Did Omria give you your immortality?” Nathan asked.

      Astra’s expression dimmed. She looked away.

      “Not now,” she said sullenly.

      Either Omria wasn’t the paragon of virtue her legends made her out to be, or that was a “no.” Nathan wondered if that was why she accepted him so easily. Astra knew things even he didn’t, even if she wouldn’t talk about them, so it was a big deal for her to trust a man who worked with Messengers.

      Another day passed. Astra’s communication skills waned further, to the point where she barely said more than one word to anyone else. Fei and Ciana kept her company despite that, although Nathan noticed some furtive glances being thrown his way by the younger beastkin.

      He made a note of that. Ciana had been openly horny lately, and it concerned him.

      Narime curled up next to him, while Seraph paced in the distance.

      “I think being away from her paperwork has driven her mad,” Nathan said.

      “Don’t be mean,” Narime said, her tails batting him in the head. “She’s been arguing with me about everything you dumped on us.”

      “Really?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Nathan. I realize you forget sometimes, but we think of ourselves as the thinkers of our little band. Even you call me your strategist, and Seraph runs your growing duchy.”

      “Anna’s duchy.”

      “I know what I said.” Narime’s grin made her look truly foxlike, but it slipped a moment later. “You’re so far ahead of us. I understand it’s difficult for you to just dump a decade of knowledge on us, but you implicitly catch things that we need to ponder for hours. Like the Falmir connection. You wormed at that ever since you heard about it, and it turns out you were right.”

      He shrugged. “Falmir’s a special case.”

      “What about the confrontation with the Council? You slapped them in the face with your knowledge of their self-destruct failsafe. They wouldn’t even talk to you at first, but you crashed right through their attempt. To say nothing of how you handled the entire situation,” Narime grimaced. “It made me realize I’m only a Champion. I’m used to fighting. You’re a political animal, Nathan. You know when and how to pick your fights.”

      “I’m still only a soldier,” he grumped.

      “Yes, that’s why they all call you lord now,” she said sarcastically. “I really hate to say this, but Seraph is right. You are becoming like Torneus. The difference is motivation. From what you told me, he cared about his nation. Your goals are much grander.”

      He remained silent, staring at the crackling fire in their camp. Narime’s hand clasped his, and her head settled into the crook of his neck. Her ears twitched, tickling him.

      Reaching blindly, Nathan found one of her tails and gave it a good comb with his hand. Narime shuddered, a gasp escaping her.

      “Not here,” she murmured.

      Ciana stared at them, her cheeks glowing, and Nathan relented.

      “Do you still support me? After all of this?” he asked Narime, unsure if he wanted the answer.

      Her tails curled around him. One touched his cheek.

      “Silly,” she said, her blue eyes curving as she looked up at him. “I’m not judging you. It’s difficult to learn that some of these things, particularly as they go against what I was taught for centuries. But I trust you. You haven’t given me a reason not to.”

      “Despite the Messengers?”

      “Like I said, you haven’t given me a reason not to trust you.” Her hand touched his cheek. “Remember that, Nathan. Maybe not everyone will understand, but we see you almost every day. I chose to be with you.”

      “I thought you said I made you my mate,” he joked.

      “It can be both.”

      The next day, he traveled with Astra again. Her mood appeared to have worsened. She ate breakfast in near silence.

      Close to noon, she suddenly said, “Why?”

      Nathan looked down at her. She didn’t elaborate.

      “Words,” he said reflexively.

      Astra looked up at him, her long, pointed ears dropping as her brow furrowed in confusion.

      “You need to use more words,” he said, realizing he had fallen into an old habit. “Why what?”

      She nodded and licked her lips. “Why did they kick me out?”

      Of course.

      “You missed the politics, didn’t you?” he asked.

      The only response was a stare.

      “They’re not kicking you out, Astra. The Council is caught in a web of intrigue, just like me,” he explained. “Right now, they have 2 Bastions left. Enough to protect both portals. But they can’t trust those Bastions with you. You did notice the assassination attempt, right?”

      She blinked. “Useless.”

      “Sure, but they tried it. The Council is ignoring it because they can’t simply execute all of their Bastions at once, but everybody saw what happened. The moment you killed your Bastion, the remaining Champions were ready to pounce. It was a layered plan. Betray the Empire. Failing that, they’d remove the Council in a coup. If I intervened, they’d probably just kill me with the army of Champions they had. If you did, you’d be powerless, and they’d kill you.”

      Of course, Astra didn’t need to kill her Bastion. They might have simply guessed what she might have done.

      Whatever the case, the plan executed by the traitors in the Spire was a good one. Lots of contingencies rolled into each other, and it only failed because Astra remained immortal after losing her power.

      Every result was a victory. Without Astra, there’d be no one to protect the Council next time.

      “Who?” Astra asked.

      “Who is responsible?”

      “Yes.”

      Nathan chuckled. “If we knew that, they’d be dead already. Torneus fingered two people—one is dead, and the other retired before the cascade. What happened to him, by the way?”

      “He fell.”

      Two words. Nathan took that as an improvement.

      “As in, off the Jormun Spire?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Was that connected to the trial?”

      Again, she nodded.

      Damn. The Council was one step ahead. They had already arranged for a fall guy—literally. The trial had been put off indefinitely while the Council handled the fallout of the coup attempt, but they had taken action earlier. With two Bastions missing, they could easily calm the public with rumors about who was really responsible for the cascade.

      “That’s the problem.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Torneus’s contacts are now dead. Nurevia worked with Council functionaries, rather than the Bastions. But we know the other Bastions are in on it, but not how.”

      “Kill them.” Astra’s eyes hardened.

      “What if their replacements are also traitors? What if some members of the Council are part of the conspiracy?” Nathan sighed. “This is why I hate politics. I know enough to avoid causing trouble at the wrong times, but I can’t magically sever the spiderwebs that politicians weave. Torneus didn’t know anything about the Emperor’s involvement, either.”

      Everything came back to politics. The Emperor wanted to prevent the Nationalists from seizing power, and Nathan knew he had connections in the Spires. The majority of the Council were strongly supportive of the Empire, despite the isolationist approach of the Spires.

      Falmir wanted to expand its territory. That, too, was connected to maintaining power. Falmir’s king was embedded in as much turmoil as the Emperor. To achieve their aims, Falmir had worked with the Federation. Torneus had said he was scared of a resurgent Empire trying to conquer Doumahr.

      Falmir had caused everything, but the Spires were the nexus. Nathan doubted Falmir had intended to cause the end of the world—Seraph had been responsible for the plan to destabilize the leylines, after all. But everyone had met in the Spires, and they had been willing to cause a cascade and kill a trigem Champion for their goals.

      Something clicked in Nathan’s head.

      “Fuck,” he said, rising to his feet. His head slammed against the roof. “Fuck.”

      Astra stared at him in confusion.

      He sat back down, eyes wide.

      Slowly, Nathan lined up the pieces in his head.

      A coup against the ruling family in the Empire. The threat of a massive demonic invasion from the Houkeem Desert. A repeat of the Empire collapsing and its foes carving it up. The Spires either collapsing or self-destructing.

      Despite everything he had done, history still tried to repeat itself. This time, it was throwing everything at Nathan in an attempt to overwhelm him.

      Or, more accurately, Nathan hadn’t identified the source of the problem. Kadria felt that this was all caused by her boss. But if Ifrit was to be believed, then everything traced back to Falmir. Were they the true enemy of Doumahr? Were Falmir linked to everything in his world as well?

      Unsettled, Nathan leaned back in his seat. Astra poked him as she slowly returned to life.

      Once he got back, he knew what he needed to prepare for. An attempt by his enemies to bring down all of Doumahr at once.
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      The castle was in a panic when he returned. A company of knights rode out to greet their carriages, Nathan’s crest hanging over their arms. Riders split off, racing back to Castle Forselburg. Bells rang out.

      For a few brief minutes, Nathan thought that civil war had broken out. He genuinely didn’t know what was going on.

      But the knights calmed down once they confirmed he was safe. The chaos died down. Nathan found himself in Narime’s office with a dozen heavily armed bodyguards. The captain of the castle glowered at him. She had been the one to insist on accompanying him to the Spires.

      “I was out of contact for a few days,” he said in disbelief.

      “You never checked in once you arrived there. We couldn’t reach you through the agreed channels, and Princess Alice said you didn’t respond to her,” the knight said, pouting at him.

      Oh, damn. He had left the mirror behind in his rush. It hadn’t occurred to him that Alice might try to contact him and panic when he didn’t respond.

      “Didn’t anyone check my bedroom for my mirror?” he asked.

      The knights stared at him in collective confusion, then stared at Fei, who attempted to look innocent.

      “Fei, don’t ban everyone from entering my room.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Sen and Sunstorm should probably have found the mirror, so it wasn’t entirely Fei’s fault.

      Realizing that settling everybody down was his highest priority, he returned to Gharrick Pass. Everyone appeared far less excited here. Despite that, he contacted Anna and the others, and let them know he was okay. Afterward, he summoned them to his fortress and explained what had happened.

      “Can we really rely on the Spires?” Alice asked through the mirror after he finished his explanation.

      She was the only person who hadn’t come in person. Even Vera had made it, as she had traveled to Tartus upon hearing that Nathan had gone missing. Traveling from Aleich to Gharrick Pass still took days.

      “For now, we have to,” he said. “If civil war breaks out, there isn’t anybody else who can reinforce the Houkeem Desert. In order to keep them there, we need to protect the Spires. We’re tied to them.”

      “Do you think that’s intentional?”

      “Yes. The moment I challenged them, they rewrote the deal. I won’t pretend to know what politics happened behind the scenes, but somebody wants to work with us. For now, we have a reason to work with them.”

      “And her?” Vera snuck in from where she sat in the corner of the room. Her eyes narrowed at Astra.

      The dark elf in question ignored everyone, instead choosing to spreadeagle herself on Nathan’s bed. More than a few looks had been thrown at her in envy or annoyance.

      “Make eyes at her all you want, but you won’t get her,” Nathan said with a laugh.

      “Possessive, aren’t you?” But Vera was smiling.

      “Maybe. But the reality is that many Bastions can’t handle a trigem. It requires excellent control of your binding stones. If all it took was inserting a third gem, the world would be flooding with nation-ending warriors.” He shrugged at the looks he received. “And reactivating a trigem is even harder.”

      Vera raised an eyebrow at him. “And you, with all of two years’ experience, can do it, when even Leopold doesn’t have a trigem?”

      All eyes turned to him. He frowned.

      The redheaded sorceress caught on instantly. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the secret you’re all in on. You’ve always known way too much. Does everybody know why, but I’m left out?”

      Her eyes pierced him, but he saw the hurt in them.

      “Yes,” he said, and she recoiled. “You’re being left out for the safety of your training. I’ll tell you once it’s finished.”

      “Safety?” she repeated.

      “Dangerous secrets,” Astra mumbled. “Binding stones.”

      Nathan’s eyes widened, and he stared at her.

      “Uh, I didn’t understand a word she said,” Sen said, a frazzled smile on her face. “I mean, I did, but not the meaning.”

      “She’s met Omria. Unlike us, she knows things even Nathan doesn’t.” Seraph grimaced.

      “If she’s happy with Nathan despite that, it only confirms that we’ve made the right decision to stand by him,” Narime said, glaring at everybody else as her tails rose up.

      “Goddess, I feel so left out.” Vera ran a hand through her hair.

      Nathan sighed. “I need you to become comfortable with the binding stones, the portals, and the magic involved with them. You’re sharp. Too sharp, even. If I tell you everything, you might connect some dots and that will affect your ability to be a Bastion. Your ability to manipulate reality using the binding stone and form tethers is heavily reliant on your mental state. A lot of what separates Bastions is their mind, not their body or their magical ability.”

      Once again, everybody stared at him.

      “Wait, does that mean the reason you’re able to rebuild the castle so easily and do so much crazy stuff is because you’re so confident and cool?” Sen blurted out, eyes wide.

      “Duh,” Sunstorm said, rolling her eyes. “Nathan’s always convinced that his path is right. Can you manipulate reality without conviction?”

      The assassin grinned at him, and he tried not to shiver.

      On the other side of the mirror, Alice interrupted them. “This is interesting—and I mean it—but Astra does bring political complications. I’m going to prevent word from spreading about her. I doubt our allies in the Spires want anyone to know she’s missing. And our enemies will become more motivated if they realize Nathan now has a trigem Champion.”

      “Everybody else will be thrilled,” Anna added with a smirk. “This puts him on par with Maylis even. A trigem, three duogems, a monogem, plus Sen and Ciana. And that’s only going to rapidly increase.”

      More was discussed, but the meeting largely concerned nitty-gritty details. Nathan had lost less than a couple of weeks, rather than the month-plus he had expected. That allowed him to get back to work rather easily.

      Fall was here, and with it came the final harvest. Taxes needed to be collected, construction wrapped up, accounts finalized, and preparations made for winter. Many of Nathan’s projects could continue despite the cooling weather, but only if the right steps were made. People didn’t stop traveling due to the cold.

      But Gharrick Pass would ice over. The snowfall made transporting heavy loads riskier, and most merchants traveled less and lighter. Risk of illness rose, which meant the healers and mages in the communities would be busy. In the cities, food supplies needed to be assured. Especially given the risk that civil war might break out the moment spring arrived.

      Nathan didn’t need enough food to supply his armies and builders for winter. He needed enough for a campaign.

      Seraph threw herself back into her work, but Nathan kept her from going too crazy this time. While they’d been away, the paperwork and reports had still been filed. Kuda, Anna, and her brother had done their jobs well. New nobles and administrators began to step into their roles as Anna caught up. Many of the officers in Nathan’s army knew enough about logistics that they stopped asking for so much help.

      Paperwork still built up, but Nathan used it as an opportunity to train clerks. His reputation helped him here. Alice put him in touch with a noble in Aleich, who advertised on his behalf. Several highly experienced people applied, including branch managers of trading companies, along with the usual mass of ordinary applicants.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t fill your offices with more fluffy beastkin,” Anna joked one night.

      Now that the gateway was active in Castle Tartus, she visited him often. Tonight was different, as he checked in with Alice using the mirror. Nathan needed to remain informed regarding politics.

      “I have enough of them already,” Nathan replied as he activated the mirror. “Besides, very few beastkin have the necessary experience. A few made it through, but Seraph needs assistance now, not in a few years after we train up the beastkin.”

      “But you are starting,” Anna pointed out.

      “Starting what?” Alice asked, appearing in the mirror.

      “Yes, I’m using some extra clerks to train beastkin in how to manage paperwork, handle bureaucracy, and do math without their fingers,” Nathan said, gesturing to Alice to wait. She pouted at him. “It’s inexpensive, and we’ll need more of them later.”

      “For when you take over Doumahr?” Anna grinned.

      “For when the mages finish their current research. Harrum thinks he’s close.” Nathan looked at Alice and brought her into the conversation. “I’ve asked the mages to prepare a tool that can provide energy readings of portals. Publicly, this will be based on technology from the Spires. But we’ll need analysts who can use the tool and understand the portals.”

      Alice frowned. “Doesn’t that mean teaching more people about them?”

      “Yes. Hence why it’s a good idea to have extra clerks. Many of those I’ve hired won’t be interested in a military job, but the beastkin will be.” Nathan shrugged. “Once we have trained analysts, it will be easier to hire and train from the general populace.”

      “I see. You won’t like my news,” Alice said, running a hand through her blonde hair. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d suspect she had gotten out of the shower before contacting him.

      “Tharban?” he asked.

      “Yes. The news about the Spires losing a Bastion and Astra somehow leaked, as has the fact they’ve entered lockdown again,” she explained. “Tharban spun it well, and he’s on his way to the Houkeem Desert.”

      “The dark elves aren’t going anywhere.”

      “No, but he made enough noise that people think they might.”

      Nathan clicked his tongue. “Damn. Even after all that, he managed to salvage it. We’ll need to talk to Terrius and the other dukes. I know you’re busy, but—”

      “Understood,” Alice said.

      He blinked and she rolled her eyes.

      “I’m busy, Nathan, but talking to the dukes is part of my duties while I support Grandpa.” Her expression darkened for a moment. “You should visit him, by the way.”

      Nathan didn’t like the sound of that.

      “I’ll reach out to Terrius and George,” Anna interrupted. “I don’t have any real connections to the others, other than Ilmarn setting up his companies here. You’ll need to handle them, Alice.”

      “Done,” Alice said.

      The meeting moved onto minor affairs, as it typically did. Nathan found the regular meetings necessary, but time consuming. While he was no stranger to routine meetings, the situation seemed tenser than it really was. Nathan expected a war to break out any day now.

      Reality was far more sedate, however. Nothing changed. The trees dropped their leaves. The harvest rolled in. The fall session of the Diet came and went with nothing of note happening, other than Alice playing a bigger role than ever before.

      Nathan did his best to remain calm and not let his nerves show. For the first time in his life, he was actively training another Bastion. Vera looked to him for guidance. Nobles wanted his advice and assurance regarding the safety of the duchy.

      It was a far cry from his days in the Far Reaches, when in service to Falmir.

      Eventually, a shipment arrived that Nathan had been waiting for. He let Narime and the others know, then organized to do something he had wanted to do since getting back from the Spires.

      It was time to give Ciana her first gem, and to claim Astra as his Champion.
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      A few days later, Nathan wandered into the vault of Gharrick Pass. Although the basement was the safest location in the fortress, he needed secure storage that others could access. Only his Champions were allowed in the basement, after all. The result was a heavily warded and fortified chamber on the ground floor.

      Human guards stood beside massive knight summons outside. The door glowed with runes, was locked with magic, and was built from solid steel. Pulling it open took genuine effort. An attacker couldn’t avoid the door, either. The walls, floor, and ceiling were lined with magically warded steel. Nathan had added multiple wards using ascended magic, which drew from the binding stone.

      A duogem Champion might be able to break in if their abilities specialized in penetrating magical defenses. But he doubted even Astra could.

      Not that he’d ask. Building this room had taken days, and he knew she would revel in destroying it if he asked her.

      The vault didn’t contain much right now. Lots of filing cabinets and currency. He vaguely knew that Kuda used the room to store a variety of currencies, precious metals, and banking notes. Prying further was pointless. Nathan understood next to nothing about how the financial system worked.

      As far as Nathan cared, he created some precious metals and told other people to sell them at a rate that didn’t make people want to put his head on a pike. Promissory notes, complicated lending systems, different currencies, exchange rates, and other nonsense didn’t enter into it. Nathan paid others to worry about that for him.

      These days, he didn’t even create the gold or platinum that was sold. The tax revenue and financial backing from Archduke von Milgar had solidified Nathan’s position significantly.

      Sen stood inside the room, packing various crystals, powders, and other magical catalysts into a crate. She placed cloth and straw between each of them as she loaded them in.

      “Shouldn’t you have done this yesterday?” Nathan asked her.

      “Why do we have a vault if we’re going to leave things outside all day?” she said. “Ifrit has been telling me how rare some of these things are. Like this.”

      She held up a small crystal bottle, no bigger than Nathan’s thumb. Inside was a viscous green liquid that looked almost like someone had created a toxic version of honey.

      “Dryad Tears,” Sen said. “Each drop can buy a house in Aleich.”

      “More like a mansion,” Nathan corrected. “The faeries only export a small amount each year. Farming the dryads in Arcadia’s forests would disturb the balance, or something. I heard some nasty stories about what actually happens.”

      “Can’t say I’m surprised.” Sen wrapped the bottle up in several layers of cloth, then placed it inside a bundle of straw in the crate. “How did you get half of this?”

      “The Sorcerer’s Lodge is the leading magical institute in the Empire. That makes it one of the most powerful and wealthiest institutions in the world. There’s a reason they can ignore wars and politics,” he explained, leaning against a steel table.

      “You say that, but they didn’t ignore you,” Sen pointed out. “And this stuff is still stupidly expensive.”

      “True. But that’s because I’m offering them something valuable. Knowledge. The Lodge probably has a dozen of those bottles in storage. Giving me a whole bottle when I asked for a few drops is their way to ingratiate themselves to me.”

      Or possibly, to make Nathan feel like he owed the Lodge. Harrum didn’t run the Lodge, but he was easily one of the most important sorcerers in the Empire—and arguably the world. The fact he came out to conduct binding stone research himself was an immense step for an otherwise neutral institution.

      “Question,” Sen asked. “Ifrit doesn’t know the answer.”

      “You can ask me anything.” He paused. “Well, almost.”

      “Uh huh. Then I won’t ask if you’re banging the dark elf.” Her eyes curved with amusement. “But seriously, if the Lodge is neutral, why does the Empire back them? Shouldn’t they create their own sorcerer’s lounge, instead of relying on a bunch of cranks?”

      “The Lodge has a long history,” Nathan explained.

      Realizing this might take a bit, he looked around for what he wanted. A small case sat nearby, chained to the table and locked with runes. Inside were two small velvet boxes, as well as nearly a dozen other gemstones.

      Nathan’s magic pulsed, and he removed the case from the table.

      “I love history,” Sen chirped, rolling her eyes.

      She hefted the case full of catalysts. They left the vault. The door automatically opened and closed for them. Once outside, Nathan made a beeline for the rear courtyard.

      “The important part is brief. Although mages today aren’t very religious, they used to be,” he said. “Things are different when the goddess herself can be seen and heard in person just down the road.”

      “Can’t imagine why that is.”

      Nathan chuckled. “Supposedly, Omria used to help Bastions with their sorcery. I’ve mentioned before that she helped a Bastion cast a tenth rank spell once. If Bastions are actively learning sorcery, where will they learn it from?”

      “The Lodge,” Sen said slowly.

      “Yep. So mages became a major power in the world, supported by Omria, and independent of the Bastions and the Emperor. I’ve seen some texts that refer to them as her third arm, but that didn’t appear to be the common view. The Emperor and nobles ran the Empire. The Bastions protected it. The mages improved it.”

      “So, why the split?” Sen asked. “Ifrit knows this part, but not why the Emperor didn’t create his own Lodge.”

      “Because the original Empire split into three parts: Falmir, Trafaumh, and the Empire you know today. If the Emperor pisses off a bunch of independently wealthy and powerful mages, who have connections to many noble families, then they’ll leave,” Nathan explained. “To say nothing of the political downsides of going against a cornerstone of the country’s history. So long as the Lodge stays out of politics, everybody is their friend.”

      “Except now,” she said.

      “That is the risk. It’s why I’m surprised they’re backing me so strongly. If the Nationalists win, then the Lodge will suffer.”

      “Good thing they won’t.”

      The conversation naturally ended as they stepped outside. Several knights huddled together, chatting, while Narime and Astra stood next to each other in silence. Ciana fiddled with her uniform, her eyes wide and tail swishing back and forth wildly.

      Sunstorm’s onyx still hadn’t arrived, so she wasn’t here. Nathan suspected he would need to personally chase that up.

      Snow drifted off the nearby mountains. The pass had already become too dangerous to travel through, which indicated a harsh and bitter winter was on the horizon. Sleet fell most nights. The sky was a dreary gray and the landscape similarly dull. Soon, fall would give way to winter.

      The moment one of the knights spotted Nathan, the huddle broke up. The knights lined up and stood at attention, their hands banging against their chests in a salute.

      Ciana joined them afterward. She smiled at Nathan as she also gave a salute.

      Only Astra remained where she was, as Narime slipped behind Nathan. For now, he ignored the dark elf.

      Since returning, her mood had improved. She spent time on the wireless every day, in contact with a few people from the Spires. Nathan didn’t pry, although he listened in once.

      Astra said little, as was normal for her. But the women on the other side prattled on about anything and everything. They spoke rapidly, and Nathan barely understood what they were saying at times, given his poor mastery of the dark elf language.

      But he silently thanked them for the time they spent talking to Astra, even if she didn’t respond much. Knowing that she was still welcomed by her people helped her adjust.

      Nathan ignored her for now. He focused on the six women lined up nervously in front of him.

      All but one were beastkin. Nathan knew one of them well, as she handled all of Fei’s paperwork. She had been Narime’s first pick. Her name was Kara, and she was a dog beastkin. They were rare to see in the military, as dogs didn’t have many physical advantages. Instead, they excelled at hunting and tracking.

      If Nathan asked Sen to describe Kara, he’d be told about her massive tits. Fei and Kara supposedly knew each other from the academy. Privately, Nathan wondered if they bonded over their chest size. They were opposites in almost every other way. Which worked out for Kara. Supposedly, she had failed to be placed as a Champion candidate after finishing her time in the academy.

      Fei had invited Kara to join up once she became captain and realized that meant doing paperwork.

      The other candidates were less notable to Nathan, other than Ciana. A pair of wolf beastkin, plus a huge girl with goat horns. The human woman wore a battlemage uniform, which set her apart.

      “She’s my pick,” Sen mumbled, when Nathan stared at her.

      “I’m not second guessing anyone,” he said. “You, Narime, and Fei have been going through everyone for weeks. I’ve given them all trial enhancements as well. Personally, I’d prefer to wait a few more months, but…” he trailed off, biting his lip.

      Civil war loomed on the horizon. If something happened over winter, he needed Champions who knew how to protect his portals. Nathan felt confident he could enhance this batch without hurting anyone. Especially with all the mental magic training he had done.

      He hadn’t probed Fyre again. She visited with Anna and kept trying to sneak into his bed, despite Fei’s efforts to keep her out. But Nathan didn’t feel confident enough to go back into her mousetrap of a mind.

      The women in front of him stared at him nervously. He paced in front of them, looking each in the eyes.

      “All of you know why you’re here. I’ve already spoken with each of you,” he said. “After today, you will be Champions. Defenders of the Anfang Empire. I will trust you with my life, the lives of thousands of soldiers, and millions of innocents who know nothing about the horrors of the demonic portals. The power and knowledge I will give you will allow you to fight. But they are useless if you will not fight.”

      He stopped at the far end, then turned around. “This is your last chance to back away. Once you become a Champion, there is no turning back. You might find a new Bastion”—he received multiple looks of disbelief—“or even retire. But you will always be a Champion. The power never leaves you. The knowledge remains in your mind. I might ask you to do things you never thought imaginable.”

      A long pause. Nathan waited for anybody to move or to say something.

      Naturally, they didn’t. Ciana was already a Champion, so she didn’t need to hear this. Four of the five candidates were beastkin knights. He doubted they cared about his warning. The last one was a human battlemage, and he worried about her the most. But her expression expressed only conviction.

      “I’ll explain how the process works now, and what happens afterward. If you choose to leave, no one will judge you. If you want to become a Champion, I will require you to affirm it, and I will know if you’re lying. As I’ve explained before, becoming a Champion allows me into your mind. I won’t read your thoughts or deepest secrets, but I will know things about you.”

      Afterward, Nathan told them about the stages of gemming, and that they needed to decide on their enhancements. They could change them, but once they chose a gem, they were locked in for life. He then explained what their responsibilities would be once they become Champions.

      Finally, he walked up to each woman. One-by-one, they confirmed that they wanted to be a Champion. Nathan enhanced them. Their minds quivered at his touch, and two of them actively fought him. His extensive experience—and one subtle use of mental magic to slip past mental defenses—allowed him to finish the process without harming anyone. Although they certainly enjoyed the process, judging by their lewd gasps and moans.

      “I’ve never seen someone enhance five Champions at once before,” Narime commented afterward as she gave him a mug of coffee. “It’s as inappropriate as I expected.”

      Ciana stood nervously in the courtyard, being watched by everyone. The new Champions watched her in a daze, sitting on chairs in the empty outdoor dining area. Sen drew a ritual circle around the horsegirl, saving Nathan the effort of doing it himself.

      It also served as good practice for her. While Sen’s training had shifted back to being a spellblade, she still needed to remember how to cast rituals and the like.

      “I’ll be honest, it’s concerning that it went so well,” Nathan told Narime. “Especially when some of them only have a few weeks of preparation.”

      “That says a lot about your experience, doesn’t it?”

      Maybe. He disliked the alternative.

      That his ascended magic allowed him to bypass a lot of natural restrictions. Did he even need to wait out the usual time for a Champion to acclimate to the binding stone? If he could control magic itself, couldn’t he gem a Champion sooner with no ill effects?

      Despite the danger, Nathan suspected he would be testing his theory sooner rather than later. Duogem Champions were far more powerful than monogem Champions. If he was able to give Ciana a second gem before the civil war broke out, it would make a huge difference.

      For now, he would give Ciana her first gem.

      Nathan undid the lock on the case he had brought out. Then he retrieved one of the velvet cases. Inside was a diamond gemstone, far larger than anything worn in any piece of jewelry. Other gemstones often appeared unrealistic given their size and shape, but diamonds were common enough that the sheer size of Champion gemstones stood out.

      There was a reason they couldn’t be purchased on the open market. To say nothing of the magical processing they needed to go through in order to be safe for use in the gemming ceremony.

      Gem quality was no joke. A Champion burdened with a low quality gemstone might never be able to receive a second gem, and would always lag behind others.

      As expected from Leopold, Ciana’s diamonds were nearly perfect. They were nearly colorless, and Nathan didn’t see a single blemish inside it. The shape didn’t matter, as Nathan reformed it during the gemming ceremony to fit into the collarbone—but for the record, it was rounded, with dozens of flawless flat edges cut into it. Naturally, its magical conductivity was as high as any gemstone Nathan had used.

      “She’s ready,” Sen chirped as she returned. “Stop staring at the gem and stick it in her.”

      “Sen,” Narime chided.

      Nathan rose and walked up to Ciana. She stared up at him with wide eyes. Her breathing accelerated with each step he took. The top of her uniform had been lowered, baring her shoulders, collarbone, and the top of her modest bust. She’d need to get it tailored later.

      “Calm down,” he gently. “Nothing will go wrong.”

      “I know, but..” She gulped. “What is the ritual circle for? I don’t recognize it.”

      “I need to conserve energy for Astra’s ritual,” he explained. “It’s also safer.”

      Nathan didn’t usually bother with the ritual circle. It was for Bastions who needed help to focus the energy from their binding stones. He knew what he was doing.

      But he wanted to be extra cautious with Ciana.

      “You’re certain you want a diamond,” he confirmed.

      “Yes.” Her face filled with determination.

      Taking a deep breath, Nathan let go of his concerns. Ciana wanted this.

      He pressed the diamond against her collarbone. It exploded with light as he channeled energy into it. Ciana’s eyes widened, but she remained silent. Her tail nearly spun 360 degrees and her eyes shot up.

      Over the course of close to a minute, Nathan pushed the diamond into Ciana’s body. Tears dripped down her face. Even so, she refused to make a noise.

      The first gem always hurt the most.

      Afterward, she remained standing. A crooked smile crossed her lips. He placed a hand on her head and tickled the white fluff in her ears. Before she growled at him, Nathan dove into her mind to finish the ceremony.

      She welcomed him into her mind. His connection to her remained strong from the enhancement, and he followed the tether.

      The moment he passed the outer layer of her mental defenses, he knew something was different.

      Ciana’s emotions and thoughts wrapped around him. Not aggressively, but they were simply there. They circled him. Deeper and deeper he went, and more and more of her deepest emotions and memories wrapped themselves around him.

      If he wanted to, he could reach out and learn her darkest secrets. Fei had bombarded him with her desire to ride his cock for all eternity. Ciana held back and simply ensconced him in herself.

      Only when he reached her core did he realize what was going on. He needed to use her emotions and thoughts to forge the gem into her mind.

      By doing this, her connection to him would become permanent. Enhancements weren’t permanent, even if they changed the bodies of Champions. Gems were.

      Now that he knew how the tethers and binding stones worked, and their relation to mental magic, he understood the process so much better. He also knew how other Bastions had been able to read their Champions’ minds. Had they instinctively grasped mental magic, but kept it secret so that they weren’t accused of heresy? Nathan had only worked out how once he started investigating wards against mental magic.

      This process didn’t just attach the gem to Ciana. It bound her mind and essence to the binding stone, using the gem and Nathan’s connection to the binding stone.

      What were binding stones? Bastions bent reality with them. Messengers invaded Doumahr using them. Champions became demigods by binding their entire beings to them.

      Was Omria herself connected to the binding stones?

      Nathan realized his thoughts had drifted. But his realization felt important.

      The gems weren’t powered by the Bastion. They were the powered by the binding stone, using the Bastion as a conduit.

      Moving on, Nathan focused on Ciana. Her emotions and thoughts continued to circle him. He reached out to them in order to finalize the process, and he felt her.

      These thoughts weren’t attacking him or attracted to him. They protected him. Ciana exuded protectiveness and love for him.

      Nathan closed his eyes and grimaced as Ciana’s emotions washed over him. But he pushed on.

      The process took almost as long as it had to give Fei her second gem. Nathan needed to exclude thoughts that weren’t related to the gem, but that was difficult.

      When he finished, he knew two things. Ciana’s gem was far more powerful than most monogems.

      And she was rutting.

      Nathan filed away the latter thought, as the horsegirl did a great job hiding her lust for him. He only realized because some of her thoughts were a touch too lewd compared to her usual self.

      Once the process was finished, he left. Ciana’s mind kept watch over him the entire time.

      Ten minutes had passed outside. Nathan let her take a break. The other Champions led her to a seat and gave her a glass of water. They whispered and giggled to each other, and Ciana joined in slowly.

      Nathan always found that aspect off-putting. He supposed he was touching the mind of a bunch of women, so it was natural they bonded and gossiped about him.

      After a few minutes, Ciana rose. She brushed off the comforting hands of the other Champions with a smile.

      “Can we find out what it does?” she asked Nathan brightly, her diamond gleaming with magic.

      Nathan had an odd feeling about the gem. He always had a connection to his Champions, but this one felt stronger than normal. Something might go wrong. But he kept his expression neutral.

      “I know you’re worried, but I want to know,” Ciana said, nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet.

      He blinked. “Why do you think I’m worried?

      “Aren’t you always worried?” She shrugged. “It’s just… a feeling.”

      Was she like Seraph, who somehow monitored his emotions? But Seraph had years of experience. Ciana had only just been gemmed.

      “Given what I put into the diamond, it should be a protective enhancement, rather than an ability. The first ability is more emotion-driven. Like with Fei, you’ll be able to choose your next one,” he explained.

      Then he pointed at one of the wolf Champions he had given a strength enhancement to. “Punch Ciana.”

      “Huh? You want me to hit her? Um, won’t that really hurt her? Like, I can bend steel normally, but now I can bend lots of steel,” the newly enhanced Champion said.

      “Trust me. She’ll be fine,” Nathan said, not feeling as certain as he sounded.

      Ciana gave him a look that he ignored.

      Nervously, the wolf beastkin walked up to Ciana.

      “Go ahead,” Ciana said, patting her shoulder.

      The wolfgirl shrugged, then snapped out a punch that created its own wind.

      A moment later, she jumped back, howling with pain. Ciana’s diamond glowed. Nathan felt a strange sensation, as if something was tugging at his link to her.

      “I think I broke my hand!” the wolfgirl yelped.

      Narime stepped in and used her regeneration magic. After a minute of wasted effort, the new human Champion stepped in and used her healing magic instead. It worked a lot better.

      “What was that?” Ciana asked, looking at Nathan in surprise.

      He grimaced. “Punch me next.”

      The wolfgirl looked at him in horror. “No! I’ll hurt you.”

      He laughed, then felt bad at the way her ears and tail dropped. Raising his hands, he apologized and explained himself.

      “Even with a strength enhancement, any injury you do to me isn’t going to be that serious. I’m a Bastion with a bunch of binding stones. While I can’t fight Astra, I can handle a monogem Champion with an amethyst. You have a way to go before you can really harm me.”

      The other Champions nodded along, although the wolfgirl didn’t look much happier. Even so, she still lined up and punched him. Nathan didn’t feel a thing.

      Ciana’s gem lit up and that strange sensation appeared. The wolfgirl cursed and jumped away.

      “That felt exactly the same as the last punch,” she howled, before walking away to be healed.

      “That was…” Ciana trailed off, staring at Nathan.

      “A sympathetic gem.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I had a hunch.”

      “I don’t know what that is,” she murmured.

      “They’re rare enough that nobody teaches anything about them,” he said. “Normally, they don’t occur until duogem or later. A Champion needs a very strong… dependent connection on their Bastion.” His expression darkened. “The downside is that the gem won’t function for other Bastions.”

      Ciana didn’t react to that.

      “It means your first gem is permanently linked to me.” He sighed.

      “I don’t see the problem,” she said, staring at him with her bright blue eyes.

      He didn’t press the topic. “It hopefully won’t ever matter. What it means is that we’re sharing strength. When you’re attacked, you borrow my physical strength and endurance. When I’m attacked, the reverse applies.”

      Ciana pouted. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “Not dying helps me stay safe,” he said drily. He reached out and ruffled her hair. “It’s a very powerful monogem enhancement. I just don’t like the implication behind it.”

      Despite her look, he didn’t elaborate. The expressions on Narime’s and Sen’s faces said enough. Narime was old enough to know about sympathetic gems, and Ifrit must have explained them to Sen.

      Nathan had fucked up. At some point, he’d somehow made Ciana mentally and emotionally dependent on him. Given how little he had interacted with her, he struggled to see how. Wasn’t that the whole point of keeping her at arm’s length and keeping her out of the war? To protect her?

      Now that they had finished with Ciana’s ceremony, Astra moved into the center of the courtyard. She tilted her head and stared at him.

      Time for the main event.
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      “Me?” Astra asked.

      “In about an hour,” Nathan said drily. “Do you have any idea how painful it is to reactivate your gems?”

      “Yes.”

      Oh, right. Of course she did. How many times had Astra lost her Bastion in the past?

      “Need help?” She pointed at the crate that Sen began to carry over. “The trigem one is complicated.”

      Nathan rolled his eyes as Sen began to pull out the catalysts. Astra had taught him this ritual. She was right that it was far more complicated, and he had needed to use it on Jafeila during the disaster that befell Trafaumh.

      “You’ve already done enough,” he said.

      She blinked at him.

      As he had said, drawing the ritual took thirty minutes. The Champions watched with wide eyes as he and Sen drew three circles with connecting lines. Catalysts needed to be crushed and mixed in at different points. Piles needed to be built up in specific locations. Nathan cast several spells and wards during the process, in order to prevent anything from going wrong.

      The last thing he needed was a servant running out and tripping. He had awful memories of losing expensive catalysts in his youth due to Vala dropping a plate of food.

      Once down, he shooed Sen away. Nathan then stepped over the lines carefully. Once next to Astra, he reached out and pressed his palm against her gems.

      Then he pumped every ounce of binding stone magic he had into them and the ritual circle.

      The entire courtyard burst with brilliant light. The Champions covered their eyes, save for Astra, who didn’t move.

      Slowly, Nathan felt the magic connect with Astra’s gems. Once they lit up, he immediately dove into her mind.

      A broken tether hovered outside her mind. This once belonged to her old Bastion. Nathan saw dozens of others in the distance and gulped. He recognized this place.

      Astra’s mind was a graveyard.

      Something beckoned him from within her mind and he drifted toward it. Astra’s defenses brushed against him, but nothing more.

      He suspected this would be the point he died, if she didn’t accept him. Astra’s mind felt tranquil and he felt nothing out of place. When he reached her core, he saw the many tethers hanging off it.

      In his original world, he had left the tethers attached. As if that showed respect. This time, he removed them all. He didn’t know why. It just felt right to him.

      One of those tethers couldn’t be severed. Nathan didn’t try a second time. His memory told him that this one hadn’t been there when he came here last time.

      The magic he had pumped into the gems was fading. One of them remained active, however.

      He needed to form a connection to her mind and reactivate her enhancement and gems before the magic ran out. Otherwise, the connection wouldn’t take.

      Forming the connection didn’t take as long as he thought it would. When he left her mind, there was plenty of magic left.

      Astra clapped. “Well done.”

      “We’ll need to talk later about what I saw,” he said with a frown.

      That other tether he saw made him wonder.

      The morning had been busy, so he sent everyone on their way. For the rest of the day, he helped Sen with her spellblade training. Her main issue was maintaining multiple spells at once, but she was getting there.

      For once, he actually had an empty bed. Fei had the night to herself but hadn’t returned from today’s mission. Some beastkin bandits had started raiding the county, and were supposedly based in the enclave, so she had gone there to handle them.

      That meant he worked late into the night, practicing his ascended magic. When she still hadn’t returned, he took a shower. He didn’t bother dressing in full afterward, as he planned to sleep. Tomorrow was another day of planning and preparation.

      Hushed voices greeted him when he returned to his bedroom. They sounded familiar.

      Two very scantily clad beastkin women sat on his bed. One of them held onto the other, preventing her from escaping.

      “Fei, what are you doing to Ciana?” Nathan asked, aware of what their nearly naked bodies were doing to his crotch.

      “She needs your help,” Fei said, giving him a determined look. Her hands held Ciana by the waist.

      Ciana squirmed in Fei’s grasp. She wore a simple cream nightgown with frills. It barely covered the top of her thighs and was sleeveless.

      By contrast, Fei wore her usual nightwear: matching black lacy panties and bra. Nathan had seen her in them so many times now that he shouldn’t react to her, but that wasn’t how physical attraction worked.

      “I’m fine,” Ciana said.

      “You’re not. I’m not,” Fei insisted. “I’ve seen you sneaking pills. Let Nathan help you. He helps me.”

      “Wait, Ciana—you’re already taking the medication?” Nathan asked. He walked over to her and held a hand against her forehead.

      She burned up, but given the way her eyes glazed over and the sweet scent that tickled his nose, he doubted that had anything to do with being unwell.

      “I… I’m handling it,” she mumbled.

      He frowned. “How long?”

      “Since we returned from the Spires.”

      Sighing, Nathan pulled Fei off Ciana. Before she ran away, Nathan slipped between them and held both by their waists. Ciana froze, while Fei leaned into him with a moan.

      Within seconds, Fei had Nathan’s cock out. His member slid free of his pants and hardened to its full length with a few strong pumps of her hand. The catgirl giggled when she saw Ciana’s fingers slip beneath her nightgown.

      “This can be yours,” Fei whispered. “You’re rutting. It’s natural for us to be tamed. Let Nathan make you feel good.”

      Ciana swallowed, her eyes wide and staring at the rock hard prick in front of her. Then she shook her head.

      “I want you, Nathan,” she said, looking up at him. “But… can it be normal? I don’t want my first time with you to be like this.” Her eyes watered.

      Damn. That face was unfair. Her puppy dog eyes destroyed his defenses.

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he said. “Everything is your choice.”

      She sighed in relief. Fei pouted, although her hands didn’t stop pumping him.

      “But I will say that you should think carefully about how to manage your rutting. If you have it under control, then you don’t need sex to decrease your libido,” he explained. “Especially in your first year, the rutting can be chaotic. Next year, I’ll only need to take care of you for a month at most.”

      “A month?” Ciana squealed.

      “It’s not that bad, actually. In any case, if you really think you’re fine, you can go.” He brushed his hands through her hair and tickled her ear.

      He felt the shudder that ran through her body at his touch. The fact she gasped, stuck her tongue out, and filled his nose with her arousal only made it easier.

      “But otherwise, you might want to join Fei,” he said.

      “Oh, am I teaching her how to suck cock?” Fei asked with a grin.

      “Aren’t you the jealous one?” Nathan asked.

      “But Ciana’s so cute and cuddly,” Fei protested. She crawled around behind Nathan and wrapped her arms around the horsegirl. “How can I not want to be pressed against her, hear her moan and squeal, and feel your long, hard dick move through her body?”

      The catgirl’s green eyes gleamed with mischief. She knew exactly what her words were doing to Ciana, and to Nathan.

      “Fei, stop messing with Ciana. I’ll gag you if you’re a bad kitty,” he warned.

      Fei blinked. “That doesn’t sound that bad.”

      “Bad kitty.” He bopped her on the head lightly and she giggled.

      Despite that, he quickly found himself with two beastkin kneeling in front of him. Ciana’s hot breath blew over his shaft. She nearly went cross-eyed staring at it.

      “How does this fit down my throat?” she mumbled.

      “Don’t go that deep for your first time,” Fei advised. “Taste the tip. Savor it. We can alternate, and I’ll let you have the first meal.”

      “Meal?”

      “Fei, don’t teach her your perverted ways,” Nathan said.

      “Aww.”

      Ciana’s blue eyes looked up at him uncertainly. Then she smiled. Both hers and Fei’s tails swished back and forth behind their curvy asses. From this position, Nathan saw right down the horsegirl’s top. She wasn’t wearing any underwear and her hardened nipples pressed against the thin fabric.

      Next to her, Fei’s beautiful, curvaceous body was on full show as always. Her fingers dug into her panties with lewd, wet noises while she waited for her turn. The black color of her underwear hid the juices soaking them and pouring down her legs.

      Nathan ran his hand through Ciana’s platinum-blonde hair before tickling one of her ears. She moaned softly.

      Then she leaned forward and closed her mouth over his tip. She watched him closely. He kept a hand close to her horn, just in case it got too close to him for comfort.

      “Use your tongue,” Fei advised. “He likes that.”

      “I think she can work it out,” Nathan said. “Make yourself useful.”

      She rolled her eyes, before ducking in and taking both of his balls in her mouth. He groaned as he came under assault from both angles.

      Ciana bobbed back and forth gently, her tongue running circles around his tip. She licked, sucked, and lapped at him. Her movements were slow, but having his loyal Champion clamped on his cock was arousing enough.

      Below her, Fei fingered herself while suckling on his balls. She gasped and moaned. The sounds rumbling into his crotch, increasing his pleasure.

      After a few minutes, Fei gently pushed Ciana off. Then she took Nathan’s cock all the way down her throat. Her eyes curved in pleasure as she pressed her lips against his body.

      She tried to say something, but the fat dick in her throat made it unintelligible.

      “Wow,” Ciana said with wide eyes. “Her throat is bulging. Am I going to do that?”

      Fei pulled herself off. “If you want to. Maybe not tonight.”

      Despite that, Ciana still tried. She bobbed back and forth along his length furiously. Her attempts to take him all the way failed, as his tip filled her little throat and she froze each time.

      The fingers of each beastkin pried into each other, and they moaned sweeter and sweeter with each passing second. They covered the floor with their juices and ran their tongues and mouths along his cock.

      Nathan felt his climax approaching. Fei spotted it, and pushed Ciana against him. The catgirl grinned as he groaned and threaded his fingers through Ciana’s hair.

      He came. Searing ropes of his seed flooded Ciana’s mouth. Her eyes widened. But Fei was behind her, her huge tits pressed against Ciana’s back and her fingers pushing the horsegirl to orgasm.

      Drops of white escaped Ciana’s lips as he pumped his load into her mouth. She spasmed as Fei pushed her to climax, giggling the entire time.

      Nathan slid his cock out of Ciana, then rested it on her face. She looked up at him, mouth open and full of his cum. Then she smiled, swallowed, and ran her tongue along his full length.

      “My turn,” Fei chirped as she pushed Ciana out of the way.

      The night wasn’t too long. Fei quickly grew bored of oral sex, and Nathan didn’t let her tempt Ciana into something she’d regret. They snuggled up together in bed after a brief shower.

      “Thank you,” Ciana mumbled to him before they dozed off.

      It had been a good night and left a pleasant memory. News would arrive shortly that made him value nights like this.
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      An unsettling chill blew over Doumahr. A blizzard swept south from the Far Reaches, covering the north of Doumahr in snow and ice, and sending snowstorms flurrying south. Winter arrived with terrifying force.

      Nathan found himself less busy than he expected. Everyone knew the dangers of a freezing winter. The beastkin feared them and flocked together almost reflexively. Narime had centuries of experience preparing and managing responses to them. Seraph and Anna knew how to manage them.

      Even Fei and Sen had their share of experiences to draw on.

      The result was an almost effortless response from his Champions across the entire duchy. Fei and Sen organized the Champions to both defend the portals while providing relief efforts to towns and villages. Caravans of supplies carved their way through snowed out roads and passes with the help of Nathan’s military.

      Seraph and her army of clerks kept the logistics running. Nathan’s paranoia paid off, ensuring there were plentiful supplies. They still needed to keep on top of them. Some warehouses and granaries were less prepared than others. Supplies were shifted to safer locations.

      Throughout it all, Narime and Sunstorm kept an eye on politics across the Empire. Sunstorm’s gem ability allowed her to move largely unimpeded through the snow, although she demanded long heated sessions of sex whenever she made it back to Gharrick Pass. Nathan didn’t complain about those.

      In Aleich, the Princes College unanimously voted to suspend the winter session of the Diet. Anna spoke with Alice, the archdukes, and the other dukes over the wireless. Apparently, it was a very brief meeting. Nobody wanted to leave their comfortable mansions in the cold, let alone abandon their territories in such a tumultuous time. The Amica dukes were even less interested in traveling across the length of the Empire during the coldest winter in decades.

      The other nobles were told they could go to the capital if they wanted to. But no votes would be held and none of the committees with the dukes would sit.

      Naturally, nobody turned up. Anna was flooded with a flurry of letters advising her that various committees, working groups, and other social groups would gather in spring instead. Quite a few nobles expressed a desire to visit her, instead of Aleich. Both she and Alice found themselves playing host to a number of bored nobles, whose usual entertainment had frozen over.

      Slowly but surely, the Empire ground to a cold and bitter halt.

      With less time spent managing everything and his Champions busier than ever, Nathan instead found himself focused on other matters. He continued to train Vera, slowly but surely. Much of it was theoretical, but he expected to give her hands-on binding stone training within a few months.

      Fyre continued to concern him. Her behavior was perfect, if he excepted her agitating against the Nationalists. Given the rising tensions in the Empire, he didn’t have an excuse to say anything about that.

      Maybe he was being paranoid about her. He doubted that.

      As agreed with Alice, Astra maintained a low profile. Fortunately, the Spires requested her help dealing with the invasions. Winter prevented them from rotating out the Champions they left in the Houkeem Desert. The Bastions wanted to give the Champions a chance to relax.

      Nathan had vetoed their attempt to send Astra east. He didn’t know why they had wanted Astra near Tharban, but he didn’t care. Instead, he went over their heads.

      “You know, I didn’t expect you to show up in person,” Dmitri said as he led Nathan and Fei into his suite in the upper Jormun Spire. “But who I am to refuse such a magnificent gift.”

      He hefted the engraved silver and glass case full of chocolates and expensive liqueurs. “Sureev brings me back the occasional bottle on his trips, but I’ve never been willing to admit to my sweet tooth. How did you know?”

      Fortunately, Nathan had an ace up his sleeve. “Do you need me spell out your childhood sweetheart?”

      Dmitri stared at him, then his youthful smile broke out in a broad grin. “So daring. Hah. Yes, I used to badger Astra all the time. Figures she’d tell you my secrets. Guess I don’t have a chance.” He shook his head.

      They settled onto some cushions. Dmitri had a dark elf servant pour Imperial lagers for all of them.

      “I figured you’d prefer the taste of home,” he said. “Cheers.”

      They drank, then moved onto business. Fei looked around the opulently furnished suite, openly gawking at the centuries of history on display.

      “If the Bastions are really having trouble, then I can send Astra here. Forselle Valley isn’t in danger of freezing over,” Nathan said.

      “Fair. They’re not interested in her, though.”

      “Of course not.” Nathan scoffed. “She’s interested in coming back, however. And I doubt you want to let the Bastions have their way. Call their bluff. They’ve made noise about how tired their Champions are. I can arrange for reinforcements in the Houkeem Desert, and send Astra here.”

      Dmitri laughed. “You really like pissing people off, don’t you? There are lots of rumors flying around about you. Plenty of people don’t think you’re the real deal. But Astra trusts you. I can see why. You have a deal. Send her up here. It’s not like she’s in any danger. What are they going to do, shatter their skulls on her fists? If you like, send your catgirl up, too. She seemed pretty feisty when she lit up that Champion in front of us.”

      Fei’s tail and ears shot up in response, and she retreated behind Nathan.

      “I think you have your answer,” Nathan drawled.

      With Dmitri’s assistance, Nathan arranged for Astra to spend winter in the Spires. Fei remained behind.

      “Why?” the dark elf asked him on the day she was to leave.

      “Words,” he reminded her for the thousand time in the past couple of months. “And shouldn’t you have asked me that before today?”

      She glared at him. “You know what I mean.”

      “Because you miss your home.”

      “I don’t care,” she said. “I’m your Champion.”

      “Then go help me piss off some assholes in the Spires. They tried some political play, and I’m turning it on its head. If anything odd happens, let me know. We still don’t know who was really involved in the coup,” he explained.

      Then he gave Astra a pat on the back, before pushing away. She strode off with a flippant wave. A horseless carriage took her to the Spires.

      Winter continued. One morning, Nathan woke up to see Alice’s mirror glowing on his desk. He grit his teeth and rushed over. The flashing lights meant she had tried to contact him. His attempts to reach her failed.

      Fei stirred in his bed, pawing at the indentation in sheets where he had lain. She rolled into it and stuck her arms and legs in the air.

      “Nathan,” she moaned. “Come back to bed.”

      He froze, the words triggering a flood of memories. His tongue caught in his throat. She had said those exact words the morning the Jafeila from his world had died.

      This time, he didn’t tell her to go back to sleep.

      “Come on, Fei. Up we get,” he said, hefting the catgirl up from the covers.

      “Eh?” she squawked, flailing around.

      He dragged her into the shower despite her protestations. It was a short one, and he roughly brushed out her tail and hair afterward. She didn’t fight him, which he was thankful for.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said, looking up at him.

      “Maybe,” he grunted out.

      “I saw the mirror. Alice?” she asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “Nathan,” she growled. “Words.”

      Despite himself, he laughed. “Sorry, Fei. I just don’t like this morning.”

      “It’s okay. I’m here. We’re all here,” she said. “It will be different.” She looked him in the eye.

      He froze and looked away. “Can’t slip anything past you, can I?”

      “Nope.”

      Afterward, both of them walked up to his office. He found Seraph already inside, talking to Anna over the wireless. She frowned at him once she spotted Fei.

      “He’s here,” Seraph said, then disconnected the wireless. It let out a whine. “Don’t tell me you knew this was going to happen?”

      “No, but Alice tried to contact me. That’s not good,” he said.

      “Ah. So you’re just jumpy. You have that look in your eyes that suggests you’re about to have a bad day.” Seraph slipped on top of the desk. “The Emperor collapsed. Alice is in a panic.”

      Nathan clenched his fists.

      But Seraph continued, “Don’t worry. He’s not dead. In fact, he’s already awake and lively. But there are a score of mages trying to work out what happened. Alice can’t keep this secret for very long. Things are about to get rapidly worse.”

      “I need to go to Aleich,” Nathan declared.

      Easier said than done. Taking a carriage could take over a week in the current weather. While he doubted Nationalists would storm the palace in that time, he refused to leave Alice by herself until he confirmed the current situation for himself.

      Fortunately, he had a beautiful mystic fox with teleportation powers. After an hour of tail fluffing, he convinced her to travel with him to Aleich. They would need to take multiple jumps, but could reach the city by nightfall. He let Alice know, then they set off.

      “We could have left earlier if you didn’t assault me,” Narime whined during a break.

      “You weren’t complaining while my hands were in your tails.” He wiggled his fingers at her, and she curled her tails around her body.

      “It’s a little hard to complain when you’re turning my brain into mush,” she responded.

      They stood in a small forest, surrounded by snow and leafless trees. Nothing moved nearby. Nathan watched his breath mist in front of his face due to the cold.

      “While I don’t mind seeing this protective side of you, you should calm down,” the fox murmured to him. Her arms wrapped around him, and her tails warmed him up. “Alice won’t need you to panic over her. She needs you to be her rock and to guide her.”

      “I never realized I was this transparent,” Nathan said.

      “Only to those who know you. And it’s a good trait. We like being able to predict at least some of what you’re doing. Knowing that you’ll charge across the Empire in a heartbeat if we’re in danger makes me fall for you all over again.” Narime giggled when he looked at her. “What? You are.”

      After a short break, they resumed their journey. The sun had only begun to set by the time they reached the palace. Better time than Nathan expected.

      The palace appeared to be functioning as normal from the outside. Once inside, appearances changed. Royal knights escorted him to the Emperor’s bedroom in the rear of the palace.

      Mages, servants, and knights massed outside. Nathan stepped past them, guided by his escorts.

      Inside, he saw the Emperor lying on a genuinely palatial bed. He looked emaciated and old, his chest bared. Despite that, the old man argued with the robed mages by his bedside in a booming voice.

      For a moment, Nathan met the Emperor’s eyes. Then the Emperor gestured to the corner and ignored Nathan.

      Following the gesture, Nathan saw Alice sitting in the corner by herself. She still wore a black nightgown, although she wore a thick shawl over the top. Given it was winter, her clothes covered almost her entire body.

      “Alice,” Nathan said, approaching her. Narime followed him.

      Alice didn’t respond and simply stared at the Emperor. A cup of cold tea sat next to her.

      Clicking his tongue, Nathan grabbed her arm. She froze and looked up at him in a panic. After a moment, she relaxed.

      “Nathan, when did you get here?” she murmured.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” he said. Before she could protest, he added, “If His Majesty is in good enough health to argue with his physicians, he doesn’t need you to watch over him. Let’s get some food and drink.”

      The knights saluted at him as he left, and he caught the whispered “thanks” from several. One subtly directed him to a nearby dining kitchen. Nathan saluted in return. He didn’t know this section of the palace.

      The kitchen contained several servants, who stood around looking worried. Leaving Narime to keep Alice company, Nathan slipped inside and asked the servants to prepare food for them. He also asked them to contact the princess’s aides and gather a change of clothes for her.

      Then he dragged Alice into a nearby receiving room and plonked her on top of a plush sofa. He sat next to her, while Narime lounged opposite them, stretching out her tails.

      A pair of familiar catgirl Champions lurked nearby. One at the door, and another in the corner. Nathan nodded at them, and they saluted in return with smiles. They were the duogem beastkin that had assisted him when Anna had been attacked in summer.

      “I’m sorry,” were the first words out of Alice’s mouth.

      “Don’t apologize for not being a literal goddess,” Nathan said. She blinked at him. “Do you have the power to prevent the Emperor from growing old?”

      “Of course not,” Alice spat in indignation.

      Good. He wanted some emotion out of her.

      “Then you don’t have anything to be sorry for. He’s growing old, Alice. I’m guessing that’s what the mages are saying?” He raised an eyebrow.

      She closed her eyes. “They’re… He’s not that old. Why can’t their magic heal him? They’re saying something about his heart, and how they can’t make it better. But isn’t that what healing magic does?”

      Narime opened her mouth to say something, but looked at Nathan before she did so. He gestured for her to speak.

      “Magic doesn’t make us immortal,” the fox said gently. “We can’t undo age. Healing and regeneration spells only restore our bodies to their recent state. That’s why even Champions grow old. At some point, you’re healing a heart, a lung, or a brain that has been failing for years.”

      “Aren’t there mages who know how to make it better?” Alice asked.

      “That’s a major field of research for magical science,” Nathan explained.

      Or at least, it was right now. In his world, medical advances had been put aside in favor of fighting the demons. But in peace, longevity mattered more. Creating healing spells that could undo damage or a way for mages to use magic to halt aging entirely was the ultimate goal of almost every magical research institute on Doumahr.

      Alice fell silent and looked down.

      Before long, the servants arrived with food. They kept it simple—simple for the palace, that is. Scrambled eggs with herbs, sauerkraut, and potted fish from the nearby river, plus a simple white sauce.

      Nathan didn’t miss the other plates they had on the serving cart, which were kept warm using a magical heating element.

      “What was it like outside?” Alice asked, changing the subject.

      “I couldn’t tell that anything had happened. But with so many mages here…” he trailed off.

      “I figured. The Nationalists won’t be able to move quickly, as the Diet isn’t sitting and they are scattered across the Empire. But they’ll start raising questions.” She bit her lip.

      “They’ll want an election,” Nathan said.

      “Yes. If Grandpa isn’t well, it stands that the Diet should be called and a replacement chosen. But the process could take all year. The Emperor needs to make a declaration to the Diet. Then applicants need to step forth, be filtered for eligibility, then voted on multiple times. It goes on and on. Grandpa was under consideration for nearly two years,” Alice explained.

      “That gives us a lot of time,” Narime said, although her eyebrows shot up at the news of how slow the Diet moved.

      “Maybe, but it will also allow the Nationalists to choose someone to rally behind. And they might request Grandpa to step down in the meantime.”

      “He’s arguing with his mages. I’m pretty sure he’ll tell the Diet to go fuck themselves,” Nathan said bluntly.

      Alice giggled in response, nearly coughing up a mouthful of food.

      “Removing an elected emperor is nearly impossible. I doubt they’ll do it. But questions have been raised about…” She paused. “Me.”

      “Running for empress? Or about the fact you’re doing the Emperor’s job?” Nathan asked.

      “Both. Nobody wants a civil war. Overriding the constitution would likely cause one. But if Grandpa worsens, we can…” She stopped, then hiccupped. “I’m sorry.”

      “Take your time,” he said. He held her against himself while she composed herself.

      Unfortunately, the change of clothes arrived. Nathan badgered her to change, then left while Narime helped her. When he returned, Alice was being comforted.

      “I don’t want him to go,” she cried.

      Nathan pulled her into his arms. Nothing else was discussed that night. He kept her company until she dozed off in his arms, then carried her to her room.

      Like last time, he was given a guest room next to hers. Unlike last time, he didn’t bother using it. Nathan had plenty of experience sleeping in chairs. He made good use of it to keep an eye on Alice, while Narime contacted Seraph using the wireless.

      The next two days showed a slow and gradual improvement in the Emperor’s condition. Alice returned to her duties, which were now indistinguishable from the Emperor’s.

      Princess Alice Arangar ran the Empire in all but name.

      On the third morning, a Champion interrupted breakfast between Nathan and Alice.

      “His Majesty wishes to have morning tea with you, Lord Nathan,” the Champion told him.

      “Even the Champions call you Lord,” Alice teased.

      He left and followed his escort to the Emperor’s bedroom. The crowd from the other day was missing. Instead, the Emperor sat outside in a large courtyard. Heaters glowed around him, ensuring that he didn’t feel the chill, and Nathan felt the power of countless wards and barriers in the air.

      “Ah, Nathan, join me,” the Emperor said, waving the Champion away. “I figured we could chat over some coffee. Help yourself to the food.”

      The Emperor sat beside a large table which contained a steaming pot of coffee and a serving tray loaded with food. Various breads, pastries, sausages, and extravagant desserts met Nathan’s eyes. Despite being winter, the Emperor wanted for nothing.

      Nathan doubted this was normal. He ate with Alice every morning, and her meals had as much preserved food as what he served at Gharrick Pass. While much of this food was also preserved, it was also a show of respect for the Emperor by his staff. They had likely raided their food stocks for him.

      Unlike last time, the old man was properly dressed. He didn’t bother with the cloak, however.

      “No beastkin?” Nathan asked, looking around for the women he knew attended to the Emperor.

      Chuckling, the Emperor said, “I’m spending time with them elsewhere in the palace. Things have been difficult lately. I don’t want their last memories of me to be of a gaggle of mages waving their hands in the air and shouting strange words. A man can have his pride, can’t he?”

      When the Emperor raised his mug of coffee, Nathan clinked his against it in return. They drank in silence for a short while.

      “I’m sorry that we never had the chance to have that chat I wanted,” the old man said.

      “Isn’t that what this is?”

      “Hah. True.” A sigh. “I can trust you with Alice. You’ve proven that. Everything you’ve done so far speaks greatly of you as a man and a Bastion of Omria. I wanted the goddess to provide me with a path, when everything seemed shrouded in darkness. While my path may remain dark, yours and Alice’s is brighter than I ever imagined.”

      Once again, Nathan felt at a loss for words.

      What do you say to a man who is facing death? Especially when he is passing his legacy on to you?

      “I doubt I need to tell you what to do, or give you objectives, or any such nonsense,” the Emperor said. “Truthfully, you’re moving with an alacrity that suggests you know more than I do. Today is simply a way to talk with the man that my beloved granddaughter fell in love with.”

      Nathan nearly choked on the slice of apple turnover he was chewing. The Emperor chuckled in response.

      “It is fairly obvious,” the old man said. “I’ve always been worried about her. Such a tomboy. Refusing to wear dresses. Sticking to her grandfather despite all the political problems it causes. Hans and I tried to find a suitor for her, but she chased them all away. Then she bumped into you while rampaging around like usual, and transformed into a princess overnight.”

      “Maybe,” Nathan said.

      “There’s no maybe about it. It’s a good thing. I had Leo for my reign. But while we were friends, I feel that I burdened him with too much and gave him too little. You can be Alice’s equal, in a way that Leo never felt he was.”

      “And? What of the constitution?”

      “Burn it,” the Emperor said simply. Then chuckled. “Well, maybe don’t go that far. But the Empire has changed over millennia. It can survive the granddaughter of an archduke becoming empress. Sometimes, the rules get in the way of the best solution. And nobody wants Tharban on the throne, or one of his patsies. No offense.”

      “None taken. He might be my father, but it doesn’t mean much,” Nathan said.

      “I’d say you take after your mother more. An excellent countess, who made a single foolish mistake,” the Emperor said suddenly. “Do you still have her mirror?”

      “Mirror?” Nathan froze.

      It came back to him. When he first arrived in this world, he had found a small hand mirror in his belongings. That same mirror still sat in the bottom of a drawer in his bedroom back in Gharrick Pass.

      He had always felt that Alice’s mirror felt familiar. No wonder. He had seen the exact same mirror almost a full year earlier.

      “I do.” Nathan frowned. “Do you know who has the other one?”

      “Ah, you only have one of the pair? Unfortunate. Those mirrors are rare. If they’re not responding to it, I imagine the other half is in Tharban’s possession. Or perhaps somewhere else entirely. When your mother passed, he sold most of her estate in a rage. Such a petty man.”

      A memory came to Nathan’s mind. Tharban had been forced into the marriage with Nathan’s mother, and her death had enraged the man. His response had been to destroy and sell off as much of her legacy as possible, despite the attempts of her family to intervene.

      “I’ll need to look into the sale records,” Nathan said.

      “Good. You should focus on your mother’s legacy, not Tharban’s,” the Emperor said.

      They chatted about this and that. At some point, Alice’s childhood came up, and the Emperor did what doting grandparents usually did by bringing up embarrassing stories. Nathan stored these away in his mind, aware that Alice must never know that he knew about them.

      The coffee pot ran empty, and Nathan realized he had whiled away over an hour here. A comfortable silence settled over them.

      Questions ate at Nathan, some of them deeply discomforting.

      Why had he never experienced anything like this in Falmir? Had everything he thought he had with Charlotte been insincere?

      More pertinently, he needed to ask one thing of the aging ruler in front of him.

      “Your Majesty, I have a rather serious topic to raise,” Nathan said.

      “Hmm. I can imagine a few. Go ahead. I doubt there is much meaning to remaining silent, even if Leo might believe otherwise.”

      “Did you have any connection to the cascade in the Spires?” Nathan asked.

      The Emperor chuckled, deep and hearty. Too deeply, even. He coughed, and slapped himself on the chest. No guards stood nearby, so Nathan rose to help him, but was waved off.

      “I’m fine. Goddess, you surprised me. So blunt. Ambassador Sureev made an interesting comment that you were fearless. Did you ask the Council something similar?” The Emperor’s eyes twinkled.

      “I didn’t waste my time.”

      “So you would have, if you felt they’d answer truthfully. Impressive.” After finishing a slice of pumpkin pie, the Emperor gave an answer, “Yes and no. I am connected to the web through the Council. Councillor Veleria is an old friend of mine. Like you and Alice, we have our own pair of mirrors. I was leaning on her for support against the Federation.”

      “And the cascade?” Nathan pressed.

      “While the goddess may have provided it to us, I had no direct role. My suspicion is that my intervention triggered opposition in the Spires. The Empire is an age old foe of the Spires, after all. Although we are all believers, we once aspired to control all of Doumahr.” The old man grimaced. “I doubt it was divine intervention, however. An intentional cascade is true heresy, beyond what you accused Torneus of. Divine providence protected us from evil, and Leo nearly died for it.”

      Divine providence, huh. Nathan didn’t correct the Emperor.

      After all, the true reason the Empire and Federation had been able to resist the cascade was the opposite of divine. If even someone as devout as the Emperor couldn’t tell the difference, did Omria even matter?

      To Nathan, the only thing that made a difference were his actions. Right now, those were to protect the Empire and all of Doumahr. His enemies would strike soon and he planned to be ready.
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      Leopold arrived at the palace several days later, along with his closest Champion, Mae.

      “Has word leaked?” Nathan asked him, surprised to see the old Bastion.

      They strode through the empty grand hall. Water ran down the outside of the ceiling and windows, as the wards of the palace melted the falling snow upon impact with the palace.

      “Unfortunately. I had hoped to buy more time by staying away. The Princes College has arranged to speak over the wireless,” Leopold answered.

      “Alice mentioned that something had been arranged. She planned to have the Emperor step in, but if they already know then I’ll tell her not to bother,” Nathan said, gesturing a royal knight over.

      After he relayed the message for Alice, he and Leopold headed for the inner throne room. It was empty now. Maylis spent most of her time in the castle overlooking the city, leaving the defense of the Emperor to hers and the Spymasters’ Champions.

      “How did they find out? The mages?” Nathan asked.

      “Your absence was noted.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a very popular man. When you up and vanish, many people take note. Some of us already suspected that anything involving you might create waves, given the movement the beastkin are creating across the Empire.” Leopold chuckled and slapped his arm, where a beastkin might wear Nathan’s crest. “After the Spires incident, that theory was confirmed.”

      Damn. Nathan knew that would come back to bite him.

      “In other words, my army mobilized and people noticed,” he said drily.

      “Not this time. Your knights are already very active, given the weather. Instead, it was your little movement of beastkin.” Leopold gestured to his arm, where someone might display a crest. “Which has made things both better and worse. Better, because nobody can accuse you of preparing for civil war, as you didn’t take action yourself. Worse, because everyone noticed.”

      “Is that what they’re discussing over the wireless?” Nathan asked.

      Leopold shrugged. “I doubt it. They need to consider whether to recall the Princes College. Tharban is already returning.”

      “What happened to defending the Houkeem Desert?”

      “Like he cares,” the old Bastion growled. “Plus, you convinced Terrius and Ilmarn to send additional Champions there.”

      “Then all we can do is wait.”

      And wait they did.

      Narime brought Fei and Sen to the palace in the time they had, in anticipation of something going horribly wrong. If the Nationalists tried something, it would be here.

      While Maylis defended the palace, Nathan didn’t trust her to stop a coup attempt if the Emperor wasn’t directly threatened.

      Things finally came to a head nearly two weeks later. Winter held strong, but it was now well into January. Nathan had returned to Gharrick Pass for days at a time. Creating a gateway to Aleich had been on his mind, but he needed a suitable location for it. Fortifying one hadn’t been possible. Maylis held both suitable locations, and had vetoed his request.

      So he relied on Narime, and kept his movements limited.

      But Tharban eventually arrived in Aleich, which meant confrontation approached. Nathan shifted to the palace again.

      He passed the time by training Sen, and continuing to do his paperwork. Alice had given him room in her obscenely huge office. The only condition was that he wasn’t allowed to have sex in it.

      Later, she added the condition that he wasn’t allowed to play with the tails of his Champions, after she spent an hour listening to Narime’s moaning.

      “Do you think Tharban will try to remove Grandpa?” Alice asked one day.

      “Didn’t you already head that off?” he replied, busy reading through a proposal to add a massive hot spring below Gharrick Pass. Apparently Narime wrote it.

      “It wasn’t unanimous. The Amica dukes don’t see the point in starting the election process in winter, when the spring session is so soon,” Alice said. “But Tharban might want a declaration from Grandpa.”

      “And? Let him try. The Emperor’s hatred for Tharban is public knowledge.”

      “But if they meet—”

      “They won’t. Maylis will turn Tharban into a pancake before that happens. While she’ll stand by and let everyone squabble over the throne, she won’t let Tharban touch the Emperor,” Nathan said.

      Footsteps thundered down the hall outside the office. Both of them paused. Fei looked up from where she lounged on the sofa, before rising and walking to the door.

      Someone knocked, then entered. A royal knight poked his head in, and two more stood behind him.

      “Your Imperial Highness, Count von Straub is approaching the palace with an armed retinue,” the knight said. “We are here to—”

      “Thank you. Nathan, let’s go,” Alice said, rising from her seat.

      Nathan joined her after a moment. His mind didn’t instantly recognize the name, as very few people called Tharban by his surname or title.

      The knight turned and stared at Nathan. He felt the pressure from that stare, but shook his head at the knight.

      “Where’s Bastion Leopold?” Nathan asked the knight.

      “He’s already in the grand hall.”

      “He knows?”

      “Yes. He informed us after the Spymaster’s agents spotted the count,” the knight said. Then he paused, and glanced at Alice surreptitiously.

      Nathan got the point. “Fei, give Alice a hand. You’ll stick to her like glue.”

      The look he received from Alice was murderous, but she allowed Fei to chase her to one side of the office. Fei would keep her safe.

      The knight leaned in and said, “Bastion Maylis’s orders are to avoid confrontation. But I can gather those knights loyal to you, my lord.”

      Something about the intonation of “my lord” threw Nathan off. Very few people called him that. Everyone called him Nathan, sir, Bastion, or Lord Nathan.

      But there was one horse beastkin who insisted on calling him “my lord.” Nathan glanced past the royal knight, and spotted the telltale signs of a tail swishing under a tabard.

      “His Majesty’s safety is paramount,” Nathan insisted. The knight stiffened. “But I’ll take everyone you can spare so long as you can remember that.”

      “Yes, my lord!” the knight shouted, straightening and snapping off a noisy salute. He turned to the other knights. “Escort Her Imperial Highness to the grand hall. I will see you there shortly.”

      He rushed off.

      Nathan and the others began their walk to the grand hall. Word spread quickly despite the size of the palace. The clerks and servants kept to their stations, giving the building an eerie feel. Each footstep they took echoed down the palatial stone and steel halls.

      “What was that about?” Alice asked.

      “Tharban’s potentially going to pull a coup. We need to be ready,” Nathan replied.

      “I see.”

      By the time they arrived in the grand hall, their guests had already arrived.

      A dozen finely dressed men stood at the far end of the hall, accompanied by a handful of female Champions and a single noblewoman. Nathan guessed her to be one of their wives, although he didn’t know if she had dragged her husband here or if it was the other way around.

      Nurevia stood next to Tharban. She grimaced when she spotted Nathan enter the hall, and looked away. Tharban had one other Champion with him—a blonde sorceress in an elegant white robe with two sapphires.

      Leopold and his Champion stood in front of the throne. The duogem catgirls from the Spymaster accompanied him, their short swords bared. Royal knights and guards formed a rough circle in the hall, roughly centered on Tharban’s group.

      “Bring him out!” Tharban shouted.

      The crowd nodded along with him. Nathan recognized most of them from the Diet he had attended earlier in the year. Two of the others wore Bastion uniforms, and presumably controlled the other Champions. Nathan recognized one from his world, although only vaguely. None of the Champions jogged his memory.

      “His Majesty is recuperating,” Alice declared as she stepped forward. “You will be able to speak with him once he has recovered.”

      “So you admit that he’s unwell? Then he’s unfit to remain Emperor,” Tharban shouted.

      Jeers rose up from the Nationalists. They pointed and shouted. Nathan imagined they had practiced this, but they didn’t have the mass of angry followers they likely expected to have with them.

      For once, Nathan felt thankful for this bitter winter.

      “Stop wasting everyone’s time, Tharban,” Nathan said aloud. “You don’t lose your county every time you hit yourself in the face with your own sword and need a week off to recover. His Majesty will be fine.”

      “The fuck was that, you little shit?” Tharban growled, stomping forward.

      Nurevia and the blonde sorceress physically stopped him. The blonde shot Nathan a dirty look, and he simply returned it with a raised eyebrow.

      “Was I wrong?” Nathan asked.

      “The Empire needs strength right now. Not a shriveled prune who can barely walk and lets this pathetic slut run things for him,” Tharban said after he straightened up. “Gorthal needs to admit he’s done. For once in his life, he should use his spine and step down.”

      This time, the Nationalists didn’t jeer. They watched the knights and Champions warily.

      In turn, they were glared down. The knights clenched their weapons tighter and the Champions in the room bared their teeth.

      “Calm down,” Nathan said to the beastkin Champions. Only Leopold’s Champion, Mae, had kept her cool.

      “But—” Fei mumbled.

      “The words of a dumb asshole don’t hurt anyone. Let him say stupid shit all he likes,” Nathan said. “What will hurt is reacting to them as if he does matter.”

      “I can hear you,” Tharban shouted.

      Nathan rolled his eyes. This was becoming genuinely juvenile.

      Unfortunately, that was exactly Tharban’s intention. By forcing a confrontation like this, Tharban dragged everyone down to his level. They all became covered in mud. Tharban reveled in it, because he spent every day mired in muck, but it would cling to Alice and Nathan.

      Before Nathan could deescalate, footsteps thundered behind them. Too late, he realized his mistake.

      Dozens of royal knights poured into the rear of the grand hall.

      Every single one of them wore Nathan’s crest openly.

      Well, shit.

      “There’s something to be said for subtlety,” Leopold chided him, but he was smiling.

      “I didn’t expect them to wear the damn things.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “We don’t pay the knights to think about politics. That’s our job. Remember that in the future. Your Champions are different, but the soldiers and knights just want to stab everything that opposes you,” Leopold said.

      Even after all this time, Nathan still had things to learn. Well, Leopold did have a couple of decades on him.

      “I see how this is,” Tharban said, a smirk on his face. “A coup.”

      Alice’s face paled.

      “Ah, yes. A coup,” Nathan said drily. “By the Imperial princess, His Majesty’s oldest friend, the royal knights, and the Spymaster. And it all took place while Bastion Maylis still controls the palace. Did you fall down the Pearlescent Canyon while in Trafaumh, Tharban? Because you’re stupider than usual.”

      “Don’t play dumb. We can all see that crest. You’ve seized control of the palace!”

      “I don’t think you heard a word I said.”

      Alice looked back at Nathan with a grimace. He gestured for her to get back.

      When she didn’t move, Fei pulled her back. The knights and Champions knew what was about to happen. The Nationalist Bastions and Champions readied themselves. The tension was thick enough to taste with one’s tongue.

      “We have no choice,” Tharban cried. He pulled a handaxe from his waist. “Fellow Bastions, we must—”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Nathan interrupted. “This is treason, Tharban. Think for a second. Stop shouting nonsensical propagandistic bullshit.”

      The Nationalists froze. Nurevia stared at Nathan, unmoving. Unlike every other warrior in the room, she hadn’t moved an inch.

      “I’m speaking the truth, you little shit,” Tharban said, abandoning the pretentious speech he had. “The Empire must be returned to its glory.”

      “Great. Wonderful. I don’t care. Make another move and I’ll remove your head from your shoulders. The same goes for the other Bastions and their Champions,” Nathan declared, looking his enemies in the eyes. “Treason is punishable by death. Trying to dethrone an elected Emperor and seize the palace is treason.”

      “As if you can.” Tharban barked out a laugh. “Nurevia, blow his balls off.”

      Slowly, Nurevia stepped forward. She drew a hand crossbow from one of the dozens of weapon holsters strapped to her dark skin. Her amethysts glowed, and the crossbow bolt gleamed with light.

      Fei’s scimitar exploded with flames. Nathan didn’t budge. At this range, it was an effective threat given Nurevia’s gem ability.

      Nothing happened for several long seconds.

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Well? I’m not going to waste my time on you, Nurevia. You’re a Champion, aren’t you? Take the shot.”

      “Seriously? I’m about to neuter you and that’s your best effort?” Nurevia snapped. “You can’t even be bothered to call me a bitch or something?”

      “What the hell are you doing, you bitch,” Tharban growled.

      The dark elf rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that doesn’t do it anymore.”

      Nathan gave her a look of disdain. “I only expend effort on people who are worth it. You made your choice. Follow through on it or leave. You already did that once.”

      Nurevia grimaced. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Nurevia—” Tharban snarled at the same time, reaching for her.

      She spun and pointed her crossbow at him. The massive Bastion recoiled in fear. The crossbow twanged.

      Sapphire gems glowed and a gleaming field of light snapped into existence around the Nationalists. Nurevia’s crossbow bolt slammed into it, then punched through, leaving cracks like a pane of glass. Tharban cursed as it cut into his thigh and he went down.

      The other Champions moved for Nurevia, but she danced away until she was next to Nathan.

      “Does that count as being worth it? I want some good insults later,” she said to him. “And a good fucking, too. I’ve been dying for another turn since the Spires.”

      “I’ll kill you! You can’t betray me,” Tharban roared. He rose to his feet, eyes full of fire. Magic poured out from the furious Bastion.

      Instantly, Nathan knew what was going to happen. A golden pentagon glowed around his back. Everyone looked at him in surprise. But Nurevia’s expression only expressed sorrow.

      “Damn. Guess I’ll have to ask for a raincheck,” she said. “At least I got to see little Nathan become big Nathan.” She smirked at him.

      He ignored her, focused on his spell. The moment it ended, he grabbed Nurevia and dove into her mind.

      A tether ran toward Nurevia’s core, past her outer defenses. It crackled with magic.

      Binding stone magic. Tharban was going to fry Nurevia’s mind.

      Nathan crackled with magic of his own. He shot past Nurevia’s mental defenses. They reached for him, but recoiled upon contact with his mental spell. This spell was crude, but it allowed him to dive into most minds without forming a gentler connection.

      Part of him knew the true use of this spell. Forcibly manipulating others. The Twins used more complicated versions of this on him, in order to try to control him. He had been testing this on them, although it was far too weak to actually work on them. Maura never let him close to her core during practice.

      But against someone like Nurevia, who didn’t know mental magic, the spell blew past her defenses.

      Nathan arrived at the core in record time. He normally worried about upsetting a Champion’s mind during a mental dive. This time, he worried about Tharban beating him here.

      More to the point, he didn’t have a ritual to support him. He didn’t even have a nearby binding stone. Obscene amounts of magic evaporated with each second. His body physically burned as he cast this spell. Something told him that using ascended magic without the binding stone had been a mistake.

      At the same time, he understood the magic far better. It clicked with his mind—no pun intended, given this was mental magic.

      Nathan hovered beside the core of Nurevia’s mind. Two satellites hovered around it, as did the tether to Tharban’s mind, which crackled with power in the distance. The clock ticked down, before that power reached Nurevia.

      Once it did, she was dead.

      Nathan lacked any experience using mental magic like this. He hadn’t learned it for the purpose of attack. Paranoia about Fyre and the unknown had scared him enough to focus on it, as he knew so little about succubi. Now it was the only thing that might allow him to save Nurevia.

      But he might also kill her. Her mind fought against him. The danger of forcibly claiming a Champion was that it might cause their mental state to reject the Bastion. If Nathan severed the connection to Tharban and created his own tether, the most likely result was that Nurevia rejected him.

      He remembered her final words before he dove into her mind. They had been soft and kind. If those had been honest, then maybe he had a chance. If he was wrong, then she was dead anyway.

      Focusing on those thoughts, Nathan committed to his course of action. He severed Tharban’s tether. The binding stone power crackled uselessly along it, finding no outlet.

      Without waiting, Nathan connected his mind to Nurevia’s. Her mind burst into a hive of activity, and her gems flared. Realizing he was in danger and burning magic at a dangerous rate, Nathan retreated.

      When he reemerged into reality, barely ten seconds had passed.

      “Nathan,” Fei shrieked, shaking his arm.

      He shook her off and held onto Nurevia. Her eyes were vacant as she collapsed to the ground. The magic from Tharban and Nathan slowly faded, but almost everyone had sensed it. The hall was packed with Champions, mages, Bastions, and spellblades.

      “Hah! The Empire has no room for traitors,” Tharban declared, standing with help from his remaining Champion.

      Leopold grit his teeth. “You are right about that.”

      Bloodthirst filled the hall. In a second, all out battle would break out.

      “Holy shit,” Nurevia gasped out. “What the fuck just happened?”

      And just like that, imminent bloodshed halted. Everyone stared at Nurevia.

      “How do you feel?” Nathan asked.

      “Like shit. Huge headache,” she mumbled, holding a hand against her head.

      “How is she alive? I know that I…” Tharban trailed off with a grimace.

      Nathan felt power flare from the bear of a man. Nothing happened.

      Nurevia looked at her old Bastion. Then she looked at Nathan in confusion. Her hands slowly rose to her amethysts, and her expression changed to shock.

      “Nathan, you…” Nurevia fell silent, a trace of fear in her eyes.

      Beneath that fear, Nathan saw desire. How very like Nurevia.

      “I’m glad you’re still yourself,” he said drily.

      Then he stood up and glared at Tharban. “You’re attempting a coup against the Emperor. Now you just tried to kill a loyal Champion of the Imperial Army. I think that’s enough treason for one day, Tharban.”

      “I will never bow to a man who leads this great nation to its doom,” Tharban shouted.

      “Then you’re in luck, because I don’t need you to bow,” a deep voice boomed.

      The Emperor strode into the hall, flanked by a massive retinue of servants, knights, and Champions. He walked unaided, save for his ebony cane. If Nathan hadn’t seen his state over the past few weeks, he would believe the man to be as healthy as always.

      “I catch a cold, and you try to overthrow the Empire? If I visit my summer home, will you try to burn down the capital, Tharban?” the Emperor bellowed. “Enough of this nonsense.”

      “You cannot fool us,” came the response. “An election must be called!”

      “Then call it, you idiot.” The old ruler scoffed. “The Diet will sit in a few weeks.”

      “So you can lie to them about how everything is fine? You and Milgar have given everything to…” Tharban managed to stop himself from insulting Alice in front of the Emperor. “To Princess Alice. She cannot rule!”

      “Hmph. Then allow me to settle this with the Diet, not you and your thugs.” The Emperor pointed his cane at Tharban. “If the Diet is unconvinced of my health by next Spring, then I will call an election. The electors can decide if they accept my terms.”

      “You cannot—”

      “I have already spoken with the archdukes. They accepted my proposal. I doubt the Princes College will disagree.”

      The Emperor stared down Tharban.

      No further words were spoken. Tharban glared at his opponents with a fierceness that suggested he would kill them all with his bare hands if he could.

      Then he and his gang left, leaving Nurevia with Nathan.

      Once the Nationalists fled, the Emperor walked to the throne and slumped in it. Alice ran to her grandfather and doted over him along with several of his servants.

      Nathan and Leopold looked at each other.

      They now had a deadline to prepare for.
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      “Should we have just killed Tharban?” Alice asked Nathan through the mirror a week later.

      The Emperor’s declaration had calmed a delicate situation. He won the support of the archdukes and dukes, and through them, the vast majority of the counts in the Empire. Not everyone was happy, but no one was screaming for civil war.

      Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass and normalcy resumed. Or the closest thing to it, given Doumahr was frozen over. The main change was that Nurevia had accompanied him on his return.

      “Tharban is a pawn,” Nathan said. “If we killed him and the other instigators, it wouldn’t stop civil war. The archdukes who back him would have used his death to rebel. They’re the true power behind the Nationalists.”

      “What about Falmir? Nurevia said that Tharban worked with them.”

      Nathan closed his eyes. That had been a deeply awkward discussion.

      Nurevia had confirmed Gareth’s presence in the city and the assassination attempt against Anna. Her words pinned Tharban as a literal traitor to the Empire. Like with Seraph, her position as Champion protected her.

      But it also connected Falmir with the Nationalists.

      “We have to assume that civil war will mean war with our neighbors,” Nathan said. “Maybe the archdukes have made a deal with Falmir. Maybe they’re deluded enough to think that Falmir won’t invade. It doesn’t matter. The moment the Empire’s armies turn on each other, we’ll be invaded.”

      “Is there another option?” Alice asked.

      “It depends.”

      “Doesn’t everything?” Her tone turned snippy.

      Nathan chuckled. “Aren’t you the political expert? You tell me.”

      “Everyone interested in the throne will come forward early. The Nationalists will find out if there are candidates who will beat theirs. They have several, but their most powerful and charismatic members aren’t eligible,” Alice droned, reciting something she had probably said a dozen times by now.

      “Tharban and the archdukes, namely. The constitution blocks them, for the same reason it blocks both of us.” Nathan smirked at the irony.

      “Yes. If they don’t believe they can seize the throne, they might try to change the constitution. But that would be impossible right now. Almost everyone needs to support it, including Grandpa.”

      “And they wouldn’t anyway.”

      “Why not?” Alice sounded confused.

      “Because it’s self-defeating, Alice. If they let Tharban run, I can run. If they let an archduke run, you can run,” he said.

      “Oh.”

      “So the short version is that they’ll mess around in the Diet for a year, try to convince people to back their candidate for Emperor, and then throw a tantrum if they know they’re going to fail,” Nathan summarized. “Milgar plans to put Anna forward.”

      “I heard.” Alice’s tone was decidedly neutral.

      “You’ve spoken to her?”

      “Have you?”

      “At length.” Nathan chuckled. “I’m aware of how badly she does not want to become Empress, Alice. The plan isn’t to run for the throne, but to frustrate the Nationalists.”

      “I know. I just feel bad that she’s being used to shield me,” Alice said.

      In the mirror, the princess played with her long hair. Nathan got the sense she wanted to be next to him again. They had spent a lot of time together recently.

      “She’s popular,” Alice continued. “The Amica dukes like her, because she’s their gateway to trade. The counts from weaker and younger families love her, because they aspire to be her. And a lot of other people know that she’s connected to me, or that something bigger is going on.”

      “That you’ll become empress, rather than her,” Nathan said.

      “Yes.”

      They ended the conversation after saying a very long goodbye. Nathan stared at the mirror for several minutes.

      After everything he had done, it all came down to civil war. Nathan wasn’t even trying to avoid it. All his efforts to avoid catastrophes had failed in the past. He had been forced to play catchup while fighting the plans of his enemies—Kadria’s boss, Torneus, the Spires, and Falmir.

      This time, he would be proactive. The Emperor had scheduled a date for the election. Nathan wanted Alice on the throne. Anything less would lead to a civil war in the future. So he prepared for one on his terms.

      Frustrate the Nationalists. Make Anna and Alice popular. Continue to build his armies and strengthen his Champions. Prepare for large scale war.

      When it finally came, he needed to crush the rebels in the Empire, put Alice on the throne, and then banish Falmir’s plans to expand its territory.

      The previous year of hard work was slowly paying off. Now Nathan needed to keep it up.

      For now, he had a more immediate problem that was closer to home. Much closer.

      In his head, even.

      One day, he stepped inside the black door of his office. A humming greeted his ears.

      For once, Kadria was here. She lay on top of her bed, bronzed legs high in the air as she read a book. Her body was as lacking in clothing as ever.

      He came in here reasonably often. Kadria was missing, more often than not. When he did catch her, she refused to say much about what was going on. His time with her felt more comfortable than informational.

      Or perhaps sexual, given the frequency with which she sucked his cock. She was a succubus, after all.

      “I take it you’re happy to see me,” Kadria said, her eyes focused on his crotch.

      “Well, you’re here for once, so maybe I am,” he replied, ignoring the fact she was talking about the swelling in his pants.

      “You have some permanent housemates you can use to relieve yourself. No need to wait for me,” she replied.

      “My Champions aren’t housemates,” he replied coldly.

      She rolled her eyes. “I meant the Twins, idiot. Their main purpose in life is to be pressed into the ground, legs bent over their shoulders, while they make stupid noises because they’re being fucked silly. Why not join in?”

      “I’m trying to avoid my morals being warped by theirs,” Nathan said. “They don’t seem to be going anywhere. Unlike you, they’re always here.”

      “Well, I’m a busy girl, and they’re not.”

      “So they are stuck here?” he confirmed.

      “Yes. They’re tied to your binding stone. You control the binding stone. Therefore, you control them. Or you could, if you bothered to try. They’re desperately trying to reinforce their mental defenses now that they realize how vulnerable they are to you. Until you let them out, or they find a chink in your armor, they’re stuck here. No more fun for them.” Kadria laughed.

      Nathan’s mind raced. “Is that why Maura made me an offer? She wanted out?”

      Kadria stared at him. “She what?”

      Slowly, Nathan walked over to the table Kadria had set up and sat down. “I wanted a hand with mental magic. You weren’t here. I asked you about this, and you gave me some pointers later. But at the time, Maura offered to help me directly if I formed a connection with her. It seemed like a bad idea.”

      “Damn right it was,” the Messenger growled, sitting up. Then she laid back down and sighed. “Well, you’ve definitely wised up. I can trust you not to accept shady blowjobs from dumb succubi. So, why are you here today?”

      Nathan frowned at her. He felt that Kadria had dodged a fairly obvious avenue that this conversation should have gone down.

      Her earlier mention of how Nathan controlled the Twins through the binding stone reminded him of something.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about the binding stones and ascended magic,” he said. “Why is it called ascended magic? Some call it the ascended elements, but there aren’t any elements. Is it ascended because it’s beyond the scope of the world?”

      Kadria didn’t say anything, so he continued.

      “I can control magic directly using it. Mental magic allows me to perceive and manipulate connections and things that exist, but are otherwise intangible and imperceptible. Spatial magic allows me to manipulate the physical laws of the world. The binding stones can reshape reality, creating physical matter from nothing. The gems of Champions can do all of these things, but only through an active connection to a binding stone.”

      “All of that is true,” Kadria said slowly. She sat up.

      “Is it? Because what does that mean life magic is?” He stared at her. “You mentioned a secret last time. The more I’ve learned about mental magic, the more I’ve realized how each aspect of ascended magic is completely independent of the others. Learning mental magic doesn’t help me with spatial magic.”

      “Does knowing how to be a blacksmith help you become a carpenter?” Kadria asked rhetorically.

      “It does for the natural elements. Elemental affinities are just that—affinities. If I can cast a sixth rank fire spell, I can cast a sixth rank water spell. But that’s not true with ascended magic.” He sighed.

      “When I was trained as a Bastion, I was told that confidence and conviction separated the talented from the truly great,” he continued. “I had three trigems because I was naïve enough to believe Omria gave a damn about us.”

      Kadria looked around when he said Omria’s name, and he raised an eyebrow at her. She gestured for him to continue, her expression returning to normal.

      “Now, I still believe I can fix everything. Despite all the bullshit you’ve put me through and your refusal to be honest with me after calling me your partner.” He glared at her, and she winced. “Leopold’s too cynical and jaded, which is why he can’t create a trigem Champion. But if that’s the case, what does that mean for the binding stones? If the only thing that matters is my perception of reality, what am I actually doing with them?”

      A smirk crossed her face.

      Nathan realized he was on the right path. He looked away from her.

      Every time he had tried to create food, he had failed. Magic couldn’t create anything living or that came from something that had lived. Magically created food contained nutrients, but was bland, flavorless, and horrendous stuff that everyone hated. Mages restricted themselves to creating inert matter, such as metal and stone.

      Nathan reached out and drew on the power of his binding stone. But instead of creating an apple, he defined an apple.

      After several moments, a plump, green apple sat on the table. Its skin had the typical sheen of a freshly picked apple. When Nathan picked it up, the fruit maintained its shape. The skin felt smooth. The apple had heft. It even smelled like a juicy apple.

      “The secret to life magic is that I’m imposing my own version of reality on the world, isn’t it?” he said. “That’s why you told me it was a bad thing to learn it when angry. Because it implies that the world might not be real. That powerful beings can create anything they like with magic.”

      Then he bit into the apple.

      A moment later, he frowned.

      “I feel like I’m eating my memories of an apple,” he choked out around the fruit in his mouth. “It almost tastes good.”

      Kadria laughed. Her hands held her belly and she bent over. Then she toppled off the bed and slammed head first into the floor with a scream, before continuing to laugh.

      Nathan grimaced, before swallowing the almost-apple in his mouth. “So maybe I haven’t worked it out yet.”

      A hand waved in the air, as if to tell him to stop.

      Minutes passed before Kadria recovered enough to join him at the table. She bit into his apple, chewed slowly for almost a minute, then swallowed.

      “Sometimes I forget just how fucking talented you are,” she said, her gaze distant. “I chose you because you knew things I didn’t expect and had a strong conviction. Both made you a great candidate. But you’ve outperformed all of my expectations.”

      “So I was right?” he asked.

      “Yes. Congratulations, you’ve taken the first step to… Huh, I don’t know what to call this. I’d call it godhood, but that’s too cheesy and a certain bitch stole the title.” Kadria banished his apple and summoned a plate full of custard tarts in its place. “Try these. They’re egg tarts.”

      “You mean custard tarts,” he corrected.

      “That’s what they’re based on, but these are a regional variation.”

      “What region?”

      “Really? You’re asking me that? I could tell you that the region is Uranus and you’d have no choice but to believe me.” She glared at him.

      “I’m not that stupid, you know,” he snapped.

      “You say that, but that’s the name of a planet where I’m from.”

      Nathan was lost for words. He chose to eat some delicious egg tarts instead.

      “Anyway, yeah, you’re working out the basics. But it’s more complicated than that. Ascended magic in general is about enforcing your will on reality. Each of those classes of magic: mental, spatial etcetera—those are just facets of your mind. Humans like us view the world in a specific way, so we need to break down the world into those components. Other races don’t.”

      “Like your boss?” he asked.

      “He’s something else entirely. But yes, the way he uses ascended magic is entirely different. His existence is incompatible with ordinary life, for one thing.” She munched on an egg tart for a few seconds.

      “You said the first step. Am I becoming a Messenger?” Nathan asked, deciding to take the leap.

      Kadria gave him an odd look. “Wait, you’re serious? Hah. No. If you were being recruited, it would be way different. You don’t fit my boss’s profile. He likes women, and especially women who are suffering. That’s why he’s messing with your beloved goddess so much. It’s a big, long love story about a dumb boy bullying the girl he likes. Except the bullying ends with my boss consuming her existence for all eternity, across an infinite number of universes, instead of a happy marriage.”

      “That’s, uh, fucked up.”

      “Welcome to my life.” She laughed bitterly. “Anyway, the real step is that you’re way past humanity now. Ascended magic changes you. The binding stone protects Bastions, but you pulled a huge stunt when you took control of that dark elf. I’m certain you’ve stopped aging.”

      A chill ran down his spine. “Did I miss some fine print somewhere?”

      “Could be,” she teased. “Don’t worry too much about it. If I offered you the choice between humanity and being strong enough to fight off Messengers like me, would you even hesitate before making the decision?”

      “No,” he said instantly. “Thank you. That helps a lot.”

      “We are partners,” she said, then grimaced at her own words. “Look, I’m helping you right now. I can’t tell you what I’m doing because it’s dangerous. You’re being watched. I missed the signs, which was a fuckup.”

      “You’re not talking about conventional watchers,” he said.

      “No. That sort of watcher.” Her eyes flashed, as she pointed at the ceiling.

      Suddenly, that part of Omria’s name made sense.

      The Watcher Omria. It was always justified as her omniscience, and the fact she was always with humanity.

      “That’s why you won’t say her name.”

      “And you shouldn’t either. Not anymore. You are way past the level of power where it’s safe to say the names of beings of immense strength. Hell, if you knew any of my bosses ten million names, he’d probably appear and ruin everything if you muttered one,” Kadria explained.

      “What about the Twins?” he asked.

      “Do whatever you want with them. Just don’t let them gain leverage over you. I’m trying to… Hmm. Let’s say that I’m untangling a twisted web, and inserting myself into it, before retangling it.” Kadria’s grin was outright malicious.

      Given she had just jumped topics from a certain goddess to this, Nathan had a feeling that the web wasn’t something he was familiar with.

      “I’d say that I have no choice but to trust you, but that’s not true anymore, is it,” he said. “But I’ll trust you. I haven’t regretted it yet, even if you haven’t been honest with me.”

      “I haven’t lied to you,” Kadria said around a pastry. “I’m not like the Twins. I understand all of this. This is the chance of a lifetime. No, that’s too small. The chance of an infinite number of lifetimes. If I screw this up for us, then I don’t think we’ll get another.”

      Nathan drummed his fingers on the table while staring at her. Her demonic eyes looked back at him. After all this time, he had become accustomed to her appearance. He had always found her attractive, but now he genuinely found her beautiful.

      Well, he was a heretic. Might as well enjoy it.

      “Us,” he said.

      “Yeah, us. I didn’t really think you’d be that useful at first. But I needed a Bastion competent enough to hold down the fort without letting the world burn down. Messengers can’t do anything until everything is messed up, and my plan requires a world that isn’t a wasteland ripe for consumption.”

      “And what is that plan?”

      “I told you ages ago. To live in a world that isn’t overrun by monsters or threatened by a nightmarish horror that haunts the edges of reality,” she teased. “There’s a little more to it than that, but we’ll get to it.”

      They lapsed into silence. Nathan tried his hand at creating tea. It took him several attempts to create something that didn’t taste like he was drinking tea poured into his mouth from several centuries ago.

      Afterward, nothing. Kadria’s feet massaged his thighs and crotch, but she did that so often he barely even noticed anymore. She was always playful.

      “You’ve taken to this far better than I expected,” she said suddenly, breaking the silence. “I expected a lot more anger. Especially after last time.”

      He spun one of the tarts on a finger, staring at it. His thoughts raced.

      “I’ve thought about yelling at you a few times,” Nathan admitted. “Especially when I come in here several times in a row, only to find nothing.”

      “But you haven’t accepted Maura’s offer to be her eternal dildo,” Kadria noted.

      “No.” He paused. “Until recently, my entire adult life was spent in a dying world. People came together because everything was falling apart. Destruction was an everyday fact of life. Every battle was horrific. There are no victories during the end of the world. You changed that.”

      “If I knew you were going to make things sappy, I would have offered you the same thing that Maura did,” Kadria joked.

      Or at least, he hoped she was joking.

      “Why didn’t you make an offer like that?” he asked her.

      “Err, technically I did.” She gave him a lopsided smile. “I know you’ve seen my mental tethers to you. That night, you lowered your defenses. I used your connections to power my magic and bring us here, among other things. I needed the binding stone, which you were about to blow up.”

      “Oh. Then, why don’t you use the tethers?”

      Somehow, he felt that he was asking a very dangerous question.

      “Because they’re not in your head, idiot.” Her foot dug into his crotch, and along his painfully erect cock. “I already told you that I’m not very good at the mental intrusion crap. Hell, you’re probably better than me at it now.”

      “Does that mean—”

      “Try it and you’ll find out what real mental defenses are like.” Her horns flared deep black and her eyes glowed a demonic red.

      “I figured.”

      Any further words he wanted to say were cut off by a groan escaping his lips. She grinned as she pressed her foot into his cock. Then she ducked under the table and crawled toward him.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve enjoyed a milkshake,” she purred as she popped his cock out, her hot breath steaming over it.

      He didn’t waste any time before gripping her horns and ramming his length down her throat. This had become almost routine for them.

      For Nathan, it was a great way to distract himself. Winter had finally ended, and he only had one final year to prepare.
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      Winter turned to spring, and the chill finally lifted. The snow melted, the pass through the Gharrick Mountains opened, and travel across the Empire resumed.

      But that brought its own problems. A deep winter followed by a quick thaw brought floods. Once again, there was work to do. The portals sent demons through occasionally, but his Champions dealt with them easily. Their main duties focused on managing the chaos caused by the change in seasons.

      Once again, Nathan found himself with less work. He almost missed the piles of paperwork.

      “Is this what masochism is?” he asked Nurevia over lunch one day, after finishing everything that his administrators had passed to him.

      “Doing paperwork?” she asked incredulously, boots up on the table. Her luscious legs were openly visible and she grinned when Nathan looked them up and down. “Do you have a fetish for papercuts?”

      “That’s not what I…” He sighed and bit into his burger.

      Ever since that visit to the Twins, he had been interested in trying them again. While he hadn’t recreated the same flavor, there was a lot to like about slapping fried meat between baked buns of bread. The real problem was that everybody argued over what part was the burger: the ground meat patty, or putting something between two buns.

      He made a note to ask the Twins next time he saw them.

      “You get all hot and bothered when I tell you how utterly annoying and useless you are, like the fact you’re stealing half of my food and have wasted my time all morning,” Nathan said.

      “Hmm, that’s a bit light. You called me some juicy names last night. What was that last one?” Nurevia placed a finger against her lips. “Something about being a cocksleeve?”

      “Don’t repeat things that will cause misunderstandings. You’ll corrupt the beastkin eavesdropping on us.”

      A pair of squeaks erupted from outside the open door, and they heard the knights scurrying away.

      “I bet they’d love being called those names so long as you stuck it in them,” Nurevia purred, gesturing to the beastkin knights outside. “Why are they all women, anyway? I figured Fei would hire more men.”

      “I asked her to prioritize women, so I had a broader selection of Champion candidates.”

      “Huh. Fair. Bet your kitty hated that. Anyway, you were saying something about how I was useless except for my ability to bend over and accept your fat cock?” Her eyes lit up.

      He refused to take the bait. “Like I was saying, you like it when I insult you. I wondered if I’ve gotten used to doing boring, monotonous paperwork, even though I claim to hate it. Kind of like how I hate politics, but everyone insists otherwise.”

      Nurevia’s expression could be used to define doubt. “You hate politics as much as I hate sex, Nathan.”

      “Yeah, like that. I wonder if I’m becoming some sort of masochist, and you’re all getting confused because of that.” He polished off his burger and picked up the tankard of light ale he had. “It would explain a lot of things, recently.”

      “Masochist?” Astra asked as she entered the office with an entire bottle of Narime’s sake.

      “Nathan wants you to abuse him,” Nurevia said, her face lighting up like a child receiving their first birthday present. “He’s been telling me all about his deepest, darkest fantasies.”

      Nathan’s body reacted before his mind caught up to what she was saying. A sensation of dread indistinguishable from a fear of imminent death overcame him. He dropped his tankard, kicked back in his chair, and sank to the ground in a single smooth movement.

      The next second, Astra’s opals glowed and she crushed the stonework behind him.

      Nurevia’s laughter filled the room.

      “Not like that, Astra,” Nathan said from below the table, aware of how close he came to becoming part of Astra’s fun.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      She stood over him, staring down at him. Had she used her enchantment to run across the room? He didn’t know how else she reached him so fast.

      Down this low, it became apparent just how lewdly Astra was dressing these days. Since returning from the Spires after winter, she hadn’t put her armor back on. Instead, she only wore her underclothes.

      These consisted of a figure-hugging leotard, boots, and little else. Nathan had a good view of Astra’s plump ass from down here, as well as the sheer size of her tits.

      A shame he wasn’t about to enjoy them personally. At least, not anytime soon.

      He coughed and got back into his seat.

      “Astra, Nurevia was lying,” Nathan said. “Which is why she is trying to leave the room.”

      A pair of opals flared, and the fleeing dark elf was bodily dragged back into the room.

      “Go easy on me,” Nurevia cried.

      “Lying is wrong,” Astra said, before cracking her knuckles.

      “Sure. I get it. Now, uh, let me go?” The younger dark elf smiled. “Please?”

      “Nathan, punish her?”

      “No. Technically, I punished her last night,” he said.

      Astra stared at him, then at Nurevia, who winked back.

      “Sex isn’t punishment,” the immortal trigem declared. “Especially with a huge dick.”

      These two were incorrigible. A pair of dark elves bored to tears, who took great delight in wasting his time, and messing with each other.

      Well, Nurevia messed with Astra, and Astra beat up Nurevia.

      Nathan felt stupid for not realizing that Astra genuinely enjoyed violence. The light in her eyes as she looked at Nurevia was playful rather than cruel. Was she the cause of Nurevia’s corrupted nature?

      “Very huge,” Nurevia assured Astra. “You should try it out.”

      “Maybe later,” Astra demurred, but her fingers twitched.

      Rather than push the topic, Nurevia shrugged and sat back down. Astra took a seat opposite her.

      This was a typical exchange. Nathan knew there was some history behind them, but the two had fallen out long ago. For whatever reason, Astra seemed unwilling to pursue Nathan.

      Although it wasn’t for lack of desire. He felt partially thankful for how slow she took things, however. His hands were full with a lot of other Champions, even if Fei had stopped rutting now. Once Astra finally committed, he suspected there would be some very rough sessions with her and Nurevia.

      The things Nurevia told him about Astra terrified him. The Twins had laughed when he had originally convinced them to return his dick to a more manageable size last year, after several of his lovers complained. Now, he wondered if Astra would want the bigger version.

      Nathan chose to spend his free time practicing his mental magic. The dark elves shot him dirty looks, but left it at that.

      After a couple of hours, and a lot of sake, Nurevia pointed a finger at Nathan. “So, how does it feel to have a bigger dick than your old fuck of a dad?”

      Nathan paused, his concentration thrown off. He slowly wound down his current spell, which was an attempt to cast a supercharged fourth rank mental spell. The intention had been to disrupt mental magic in his vicinity, in case he found himself fighting a succubus in the open.

      “Why would I care about Tharban’s penis?” Nathan asked.

      “Not literally. Although you definitely beat him there. Like, shit, I wasn’t kidding when you said you ruined me. I was already cold on him after my first visit to Gharrick Pass but I had every reason to stay the fuck away from him after tasting you.” She grinned at him lewdly. “I mean metaphorically. You’re one of the most powerful men in the world.”

      Nathan grimaced.

      She was right, unfortunately. That fact caused a lot of consternation at times, because people didn’t see Nathan, the Bastion protecting the Empire.

      They saw Nathan, the Bastion conquering the Empire. Gathering too much power and influence, too quickly, harmed his reputation.

      “Is he?” Astra asked. “Less Champions than the Spires.”

      Nurevia tilted her head. “Well, yeah, but there were three Bastions there and… Oh, you mean per Bastion. But he has you now. And we were all there to slap shit in the Council chamber. Fei even killed one of them—your kitty is scary, Nathan, just saying.”

      “Other trigems are around,” Astra said.

      Clicking her tongue, the younger dark elf looked at Nathan and pointed at Astra. “What happened to the adorable Astra I was promised? The one who speaks in one or two word sentences, pokes you in the side, and needs you to say ‘Words’ all the time?”

      Astra glared at Nurevia. “Fuck you.”

      “Language,” Nathan chided.

      Astra repeated the words, but this time directed at him.

      “It is a good point,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “I’m guessing you’re more comfortable now. It’s been months. But why do you speak with so few words? You’ve never told me.”

      Astra opened her mouth to answer, then closed it and looked at Nurevia.

      “Huh, you haven’t?” Nurevia frowned. “You know how old Astra is, Nathan. If you ask her to talk normally, it’s like trying to read those older books. The words look vaguely familiar, but everything is different. Even the sentences can be in the wrong order.”

      “Languages change,” Astra said. “Too much effort. Simple is easy.”

      Nathan stared at her. “Wait, so the reason you always speak in such clipped sentences is because you can’t be bothered to speak in modern languages properly?”

      The glare he received in response was heated. Astra pouted. “Dozens of languages. All changed. Laughter if I’m wrong.”

      “Huh. Never thought of that. I guess people would laugh at me if I turned up to a meeting and spoke poorly, or like someone from centuries ago.” Nathan wondered if that would be him in the future, given he no longer aged.

      That was a terrifying thought. He needed to ask Astra for lessons on handling being ancient.

      A troubling thought struck him as he thought about his other lovers. He didn’t age, but they did.

      Nathan suppressed it and moved on.

      The days blurred together. The spring session of the Diet came and went.

      Nathan didn’t attend. Maylis had agreed to protect Alice while the Emperor remained on the throne, or until Alice made a move herself. That wasn’t a perfect solution, but Nathan would cross that bridge when he needed to.

      “The good news is that the Diet accepted the Emperor’s proposal,” Anna told him over the wireless. “The bad news is that everybody is acting as if the election has been declared anyway. Alice is effectively fulfilling the Emperor’s duties. All we’ve done is buy time.”

      “We knew that. How are you holding up? I’m sorry for putting more on you, when you didn’t want to become a duchess in the first place,” Nathan said.

      “I’d hold up a lot better if you were here, and I could enjoy sex every night,” Anna teased. “But Fyre is with me. She’s good company. One day you’re going to screw her, and I’m going to lose my advantage over her.”

      “I don’t think that’s your only advantage over her, Anna.”

      “Oh? Tell me all about my advantages, Nathan. I could do with some cheering up,” the duchess purred. “If I can’t have you between my legs, I can at least have you between my ears.”

      After the Diet session ended, the business of the Empire trundled on. The only difference was an unending train of nobles, merchants, and general petitioners that wanted to speak with Nathan about the upcoming election that hadn’t been announced yet.

      He met some of them, but quickly realized what most wanted to talk to him about. To save himself the time and effort, he directed most of them through Nurevia. That put her to use, and the only price was an hour every day listening to her whine about her work. If she was busy patrolling or protecting the portals, Nathan used Fei’s lieutenant, Kara, or Narime.

      “I overheard something interesting from Narime today,” Seraph brought up with him, when he visited her in Fort Taubrum in late spring.

      As always, her office was spotless. She had even cut back on the wine lately. The bags under her eyes could no longer be seen, so Nathan assumed she was sleeping better.

      He chided himself. He shouldn’t need to assume that. He should know if she was sleeping better.

      “Are you sure you won’t move into Gharrick Pass?” he asked her. “It feels awkward that you’re the only one who doesn’t live with me.”

      Seraph gave him an odd look. “Do you want me to?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. If you want to stay here, you can. I just don’t like that you’re easily my most reliable Champion, but you’re not with me,” he said, the words tumbling out awkwardly.

      A smile rose to her face. “I’ll think about it. But I’d think a lot harder if you really wanted me, Nathan.” She leaned forward, and the cut of her cheongsam gave him a fantastic view of her abundant cleavage.

      He didn’t know what to make of her words. Or perhaps he did, but was scared of messing things up. Seraph remained difficult for him to predict. He had years of experience with his other Champions, but Seraph delighted in being unique for Nathan.

      Just like Fyre, he realized. Maybe he needed to let go of his paranoia and simply enjoy things. There was a lot to enjoy about Seraph.

      Seraph’s smiled widened and she leaned back. Had she felt that spike of emotion from him?

      “So, what did you hear from Narime?” Nathan asked, changing the topic.

      “People are visiting you. Or trying to. They all want to know one thing.”

      “Whether I’m going to become Emperor. Or marry the woman who will become Empress,” Nathan said flatly. “It’s a popular topic in the duchy.”

      “I’m sure Anna’s all aflutter.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Nathan muttered.

      Polygamy wasn’t illegal in the Empire. Most races on Doumahr took multiple lovers, so the laws reflected that. But the Empire preferred a single wife or husband. Even so, Nathan might need to test that preference in the future, given Anna’s strong desire to wear matching rings with him.

      “I understand you’re not dismissing the rumors,” Seraph asked. “In fact, Sunstorm has been spreading them. Why?” She raised her hands. “I’m not judging you. I just don’t understand. This is a big shift for you.”

      “For the same reason I had you spread rumors about Fei when we attacked the Federation,” Nathan explained. “It attacks the enemy’s strength at the roots. The Nationalists want to win an election, but any suggestion that Anna might marry me boosts her popularity.”

      “Which will cause a civil war, which the Nationalists also want.”

      “Which we both want,” Nathan corrected, to Seraph’s surprise. “Our enemies reveal themselves as traitors, we crush them, redistribute their land and wealth, Alice sweeps to the throne, and then we drive off Falmir.”

      “Imagine if it went that smoothly.” Seraph’s tone was acid.

      “It won’t. I’ll admit that. But if we wait, then more and more will go wrong. Falmir has already tried to kill Anna and Alice. The archdukes are working with foreign powers. The Spires are in turmoil. We can’t keep putting out fires.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That’s also why the rumors help. They lay the groundwork that Alice or I will take the throne. The Nationalists will lose supporters, because many who want to restore the glory of the Empire will back me instead.”

      Seraph stared at him. “Huh. You’re leaning into the war hero title you gained after beating the Federation?”

      “Nobody wins a war by wasting their advantage,” he replied.

      “Fair. I’ll readjust my approach then, if this is where things are going,” Seraph said. “When do you think we’ll need to handle them?”

      “Next spring,” he said. “Unless they make a move in early fall, they’ll need to wait for warmer weather.”

      “A fair assumption. They’ll have food to harvest in fall during the war. Winter is too dangerous to fight during, let alone mobilize armies. Spring gives them plenty of time to win a civil war, although wouldn’t that mean Falmir and Trafaumh can make their move?” Seraph raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Nathan didn’t have a good answer for her. Her words troubled him, especially as Narime echoed them when he spoke to her later. Despite that, Seraph appeared more than happy to work with his plans and assumptions.

      As he left, he remembered Kadria’s words from last year.

      Seraph reveled in everything he did. A born minion. Nathan hadn’t hesitated to use her that way. But he needed to thank her for it, somehow. Loyalty deserved a reward.

      Summer arrived, and with it came Nathan’s next decision. Civil war lurked around the corner. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer without giving his Champions more gems.
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      “I never thought that we would be able to measure demonic energy like this,” Harrum said as he polished his spectacles. “All of our past research suggested that the portals were voids in the world. Unmeasurable due to their status as spatial anomalies.”

      Nearly two dozen sorcerers crowded into a small hall in Gharrick Pass. A makeshift magical device sat in the center, with exposed wires, crystals, tubes, and countless other strange parts. Several magical crystals were embedded in its flat steel top, and projected holographic numbers and charts into the air.

      The sorcerers whispered to each other in awed voices, many of them pointing at the machine and the holograms. Apparently, they were some of the most important researchers in the Empire. Nathan had spent half the morning shaking hands.

      The other half had involved Harrum showing off over a year of his work, and that of Nathan’s insight from his world.

      This device was a crude implementation of the analysis consoles from his world. It used the wireless to connect to recording devices placed inside Gharrick Pass, and then processed the readings and the magic it sensed. The holograms it showed were the simplest method available to display the numbers, given how often they changed.

      Magical crystals had been used by mages for information storage and projection for millennia, but the downside was that only mages could use them. To an ordinary person, they were a pretty rock. Fortunately, magical devices didn’t care about that problem.

      Nathan was uninterested in the specifics, or how momentous this was for the sorcerers involved.

      “Is it ready for use elsewhere?” he asked.

      Harrum replaced his glasses, aware that the other mages were paying close attention. “Nearly. I don’t have an estimate for a production model, but I doubt you care.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “I want to conduct one final test.” Harrum pointed at the chart. “We can measure the portal activity and that of the nearby leylines. But we have never captured an invasion. Gharrick Pass is too stable. That’s a good thing, I understand, but science requires real data. The possessed girl that has helped us, Sen, tells me that there will be an invasion at Castle Tartus shortly. I want to set this up there.”

      “Do it,” Nathan said.

      Harrum stared at him.

      “Did you think I was going to say no?” Nathan chuckled. “I want these in all of my portals as soon as you’re confident they work. Then you can start working out the kinks, and we can start installing them across the Empire.”

      “That would require significant funding.” Harrum smiled. “But somehow I feel you will be in a position to arrange it.”

      After the mages left, Nathan and Harrum enjoyed some ale together.

      “I won’t say anything more, but I suspect you know something about those kinks,” the mage said.

      Nathan shrugged. “You can only measure so much about the portal from outside it.”

      “Hmm. I’m not so certain about that. Or perhaps you are thinking of something else.” Harrum’s eyes bore into his.

      “The portal isn’t a static thing, Harrum. Enemies come through them. I know you’ve read the legends and records, even if you can’t access many of them.”

      “Messengers,” Harrum said.

      “You said it, not me. But yes.” Nathan decided to change the topic before things became too uncomfortable. “Have you found an onyx gem, yet?”

      “I did. But another buyer beat me to it.”

      “Again?”

      “I am certain that another nation’s Sorcerer Lodge is involved. It makes acquiring rare gemstones harder, such as those from Kurai. Either Falmir or Trafaumh are bidding up gemstones that can be used for Champions. I doubt the faeries would waste time buying gemstones. The Diet placed an export ban on them last fall, but you know how the black market works. Nobles will happily sell out their country for their personal gain,” Harrum spat.

      The man sounded personally offended by the situation. Despite his demeanor, he was loyal to his country.

      After finishing his drink with Harrum and promising to let Sen help with the research more, Nathan returned to his other work.

      “Still no luck?” Sunstorm asked him later that day.

      They relaxed outside, while the knights and guards undertook drills. Scores of new recruits poured in almost every day. They kept Fei and the other Champions busy, especially with the sheer competitiveness the knights showed.

      Every knight wanted to be a Champion. Despite attempts to quell the rumor that Nathan would bed all his Champions, the motivation for many was clear. Although he suspected that others saw the power and respect of his Champions and wanted in on that.

      Plus the pay and benefits. He hadn’t thought much of it, but the new beastkin Champions apparently made good use of the gateway to Tartus. Shopping trips took place that Nathan dutifully ignored. The private activities of his soldiers weren’t his business.

      “No, and the news has worsened in general. This feels intentional,” Nathan said to Sunstorm, returning to reality.

      “Are you sure you’re not being paranoid? Shouldn’t everyone be preparing for war?”

      The assassin whittled away at a piece of wood. It looked like some sort of figure. Not Omria, given the lack of wings.

      “That doesn’t mean it isn’t intentional,” he said. “But the worst affected gemstones are those from Kurai. Rarer ones that aren’t manufactured or demanded much locally. I can get my hands on all the garnets, sapphires, amethysts, diamonds, and the like as I want. But onyxes and jades are out.”

      “What about opals?” Sunstorm asked. “Not that you need them, but why don’t you use them?”

      “Astra has opals because she’s a fossil. In fact, I doubt she chose them. People today treat garnets the same way opals used to be treated. They’re a cheap, mass-produced gemstone with a physical focus that can accept a wide variety of enhancements and gem abilities. Diamonds are replacing garnets now that they can be produced in a large enough size.”

      “Huh. So gemstones are better now than they used to be?”

      “Everything improves with time. That’s how technology works. The issue is that we sometimes forget the magic and secrets, although Astra turned out to be a fraud.” He chuckled at that.

      Ironic that he thought she had some mystical gem ability lost to history, and it turned out that Omria or another power granted it to her.

      “But whoever is behind this doesn’t matter,” Nathan said, refocusing the conversation. “I’ll need to find an alternative for you and Seraph.”

      “Seraph, huh?”

      “Both her and Narime can become trigems. I’m being cautious with Narime, as I need to be sure her mind is stable after the Messenger news,” he explained.

      “She talks up a storm about her ‘beloved mate,’” Sunstorm mocked, rolling her eyes. “Stop hesitating and stick it in her.”

      “I already do that. I’m talking about a gem, not my dick.”

      “Stick that in her as well, then.” Sunstorm grinned at him, then looked away. “Look, I’m fine. I told Sen this the other day. I love you. Not getting a second gem isn’t going to change that. If I get the chance to see you chop Tharban’s head off, I want to be around for it. I’m pissed that I didn’t see Astra pop that Bastion’s head. Fei made it sound awesome.”

      “Did she tell you what happened afterward?”

      “Yup. Told me she used what I taught her.” Sunstorm mimed snapping someone’s neck.

      So that’s where Fei learned that.

      Nathan suddenly realized the time, then cursed. He tried to think of an excuse.

      “Uh, do you have somewhere to be?” he fumbled.

      Sunstorm looked at him. “I know you have gemming ceremonies to do, Nathan. Go on.”

      He winced. “That’s… Who told you?”

      “Fei. She’s curled up in your bed, by the way. Threw a tantrum this morning over something.” Sunstorm shrugged. “She was talking to that lieutenant of hers—the one that has even bigger tits than Fei—and then got really grumpy afterward.”

      “And nobody mentioned this to me because…?” Nathan glared at Sunstorm.

      “I’m mentioning it to you now. I thought you would know. People tell you when Fei whines about her food being cold. I figured they told you about her locking herself in your room.”

      Fucking hell. Nathan had a bad feeling about what this was.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Kara hovering by the castle’s exit. While she spoke confidently, the knights and officers she ordered around kept throwing Nathan nervous glances.

      “I’ll see you… maybe tomorrow. I might need you to switch with Fei for tonight,” he told Sunstorm.

      “We could do the foursome,” Sunstorm called after him.

      Her voice caused Kara and the knights to jump. They stared at him with wide eyes as he stomped over.

      “Kara, I’d like to talk to you alone. Before the gemming ceremony,” he told her politely.

      The knights got the message and scurried off.

      “Lord Nathan—”

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve called me ‘Lord’ in months, Kara.” He crossed his arms. “What happened between you and Fei? And why are you covering it up?”

      She winced, her dog ears and tail drooping. “I… I don’t know. I thought maybe she was scared about the gemming ceremony, as they told us about how dangerous it was in the academy. She seemed off the moment I told her about the amethyst I had chosen, then the guards at your room told me she had started throwing things around in there and—”

      “Stop. You’re rambling. I get the picture.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. “Things go wrong, Kara. Your mistake here is not telling me. I’m your Bastion. You’re my Champion. Neither of us are perfect. We rely on each other, just like you’ve been relying on Fei and the others. Don’t keep me in the dark in the future, no matter how much you might care about Fei. She’s a big girl and can handle being yelled at if she’s doing something stupid.”

      Kara nodded, and Nathan sent her on her way.

      Part of him wanted to deal with Fei right away, but he knew that was a mistake. After all, her reaction was for a rather silly reason. The longer she moped, the easier she would be to handle. While his Fei was different to the Jafeila he knew in his world, he knew both of them very well.

      Instead, he followed Kara and gemmed her and the wolf Champion with her. Both were receiving amethysts. Next week, he planned to give a sapphire gem to the mage Champion that Sen had chosen.

      Ciana watched as he gemmed them. After they left, she moved behind him and began to massage his shoulders.

      “You realize you’re my Champion, not my maid, right?” he asked.

      “I like doing this,” she said. “I’m limiting myself in other ways, but being close to you like this, inhaling your scent, feeling your warmth, and just knowing that you’re next to me is bliss.”

      Her head nestled against his neck, and she blew on his ear.

      She whispered, “And once my rutting is over, we can do much more. I’ll feel your warmth, skin-on-skin, with you inside me.”

      A hiss escaped his lips and she giggled. She couldn’t do this to him. His pants hurt him right now.

      “You’re evil,” he told her. “If you’re not going to indulge, you’re not allowed to tease me.”

      “It gets me, too,” she said, her eyes glazed. “I… I might have made a mistake.”

      He pulled her into his lap for the next hour, and gently calmed her down. His instincts told him to undress her and bounce her up and down on his cock, but his mind said otherwise. He could wait a few months and let Ciana enjoy her first time with him.

      His fingers tickled her horn, which he had found worked wonders on her. She let out soft moans in response. Unicorn horns only reacted to the touch of a lover, and the reaction was more intense the stronger their feelings.

      Nathan felt pretty chuffed as he listened to Ciana gasp and moan in his lap.

      Slowly, they resumed relaxing. At some point, he probed her mind. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      “I’m still not ready?” she asked him.

      “It’s not a mental thing,” he said. “I’m assessing how the binding stone’s power has taken to you. Unfortunately, you haven’t used your gem enough.”

      “It’s hard,” she said. “The invasions aren’t that often, and my ability isn’t suited for offense. If you went—”

      “Last time you suggested that, Narime wanted to ban you from the portals for a year,” Nathan chided her. “I like how earnest you are, but putting me in harm’s way so you can use your gem didn’t go down well.”

      Ciana pouted. “You’d be fine. That’s what my gem does.”

      He fiddled with her ears, making her squeak and squeal. Her dirty look only caused him to raise an eyebrow.

      “If you’re that interested, I do have an idea,” he said, unsure if this was wise.

      “Anything.”

      “I haven’t told you what it is.”

      “It’s your idea, Nathan. I trust you.” She smiled at him.

      Despite his misgivings, he accepted her word. But he didn’t explain the process. They decided on her gem ability, then moved on.

      He worried that explaining what he was going to do would make things worse.

      Instead, he removed the second diamond from the velvet case that Leopold had provided and inserted it into her collarbone. Like with Fei, the process went far smoother this time.

      Then he used prepared mental magic before diving into her mind. The process was swift, almost surgical. Rather than rely entirely on his original connection, he provided additional binding stone magic through a separate tether while forging her memories into the gem.

      He had realized this in his previous dives, and especially after Nurevia and Astra. The method that Bastions were taught was incredibly clumsy. Astra proved that Champions could sustain extra tethers.

      Bastions didn’t know mental magic. They fumbled their way through the gemming ceremony, and often killed the Champion. The process required years of preparation by the Champions, and then years or decades between additional gems. Nathan skipped some of this not because his Champions were fantastic—which they were—but because he gemmed countless Champions.

      But he could improve the process. So he did.

      The results spoke for themselves when he retreated from Ciana’s mind. She smiled at him, after only a minute had passed in reality.

      Then she raised her hand and summoned a wall of silver light across the entire courtyard. Everyone nearby stopped and stared. The horsegirl blushed. The barrier vanished.

      “Wow. I can’t believe how this feels,” Ciana said, flexing her fingers. “I feel… stronger.”

      “That’s just the increased power. You’re a duogem Champion, which means you’re stronger. Don’t pick fights with anyone using a strength enhancement,” he warned. “But that barrier is something else. I think you’re too defensively focused, but you could protect an entire army with that.”

      The magic that had exuded off the barrier felt as strong as anything Nathan had felt from a city. That didn’t make Ciana invulnerable, particularly given she would consume magic at an obscene rate, but Nathan didn’t remember many Champions capable of casting a barrier like that.

      If she had been this powerful in his world, could she have survived the collapse of the castle?

      The dark thought came and went as he stared down at this younger Ciana, who beamed at Nathan and waited for his attention and praise. After a moment, her expression shifted.

      Before she said anything, Nathan stepped up and ruffled her hair, “I’m glad it went well. You deserve this.”

      She wrapped her arms around him in a hug. Her grip tightened to the point he worried she wouldn’t let him go, and she nuzzled her head against his chest. Her horn scraped against him, and he winced but said nothing.

      “I, uh, need to talk to Fei,” Nathan said.

      “I know,” Ciana said. “Take care of her.”

      Nathan walked with his blonde Champion until his bedroom. There, he found a few guards, and Kara, standing outside. Their tails and ears shot up when they saw him, and Kara looked guilty.

      “You’re off-duty, aren’t you?” he asked Kara.

      “Yes, but…”

      “Then don’t worry about it. Leave Fei to me.” He walked up to his door.

      Ciana chose now to pipe up with a grin, “You’re not going to give Kara her personal reward for becoming a monogem Champion?”

      Kara turned white as a sheet, then ran off. Nathan shooed the others away, ignoring their giggles as they followed Kara.

      He tried the knob. It was locked, naturally. While he trusted Kara, she wasn’t that close to him, so he didn’t give her the same key he gave his closest Champions. The key she and the others had allowed them into the basement, but not his room or other secrets he might want to keep.

      Nathan pulsed magic into the door. It opened with a click and he stepped in. The lights were off.

      “Fei?” he called out.

      “Mmmrmmm,” came the plaintive whine.

      He flicked the light switch as he closed the door behind him. Not all the lights came on. Frowning, Nathan put the binding stone to work repairing the damage to the room.

      There was, it turned out, a lot of damage.

      His desk was untouched, but that was about it. Pillows had been shredded, clothes thrown around, sex toys that he pretty sure belonged to Nurevia had been snapped, and shards of glass and wood littered the room from the damaged furnishings.

      On top of his bed lay a bundle of blankets. The bed was otherwise bare. A bushy black tail quivered beside the bundle.

      Nathan took a few moments to compose himself. Fei had never done anything like this before, even in his old world.

      Not that he was a stranger to finding his room torn apart. Wolf beastkin went into ferocious rutting cycles and were possessive to a fault. None of the beastkin in the castle felt they were close enough to Nathan that he was theirs, but this was a natural result of a rutting wolfgirl who wanted attention she hadn’t gotten.

      Nathan reminded himself to check on the wolf beastkin Champions he was raising. If they formed ideas about him, he’d prefer to handle them early, before they kicked down his door and got into a fight with Fei.

      This had nothing to do with rutting, however.

      Nathan sat on the edge of the bed. Fei’s tail shot up, then down. Its tip wiggled back and forth.

      A moan escaped Fei as he ran a hand through her tail.

      “Fei, come out from under the blankets and talk with me,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” she moaned.

      “You’re still under the blankets, Fei.”

      Slowly—very slowly—she poked her head out from under her cocoon. Nathan placed a hand on her head and scratched behind her ears.

      Once Fei realized she wasn’t going to be immediately punished, she crept out and into his lap. Nathan suspected she wanted to curl up on top of him, but he rejected her gentle attempt to push him onto the bed. It felt a little silly to have her on his lap, given she was a fully grown woman, but he did far sillier things with beastkin in general.

      To say nothing of what dumb things he let Nurevia convince him to do to her.

      “I’m sorry,” Fei repeated.

      “Let’s talk about this,” he said. “I have a pretty good idea of what happened.”

      She stared at him with wide green eyes. Her tail and ears drooped. The veil of innocence and the attempt to win his affection over vanished. Her expression turned sour as her fingers dug into his chest.

      “She has the amethyst,” Fei mumbled. “My amethyst.”

      Nathan remained silent for several seconds, as he tried to judge her mood. His suspicion had been right, but her reaction was different to his expectations. Fei continued to surprise him.

      “No. Kara has her own amethyst. I told you before we took Tartus. You are your own person. Your sapphires are your gems. You own them. Nothing else matters,” he told her.

      She refused to look at him, so he gripped her chin in one hand and forced her to.

      “Fei, you know the truth now. Why I’m here, what I’m trying to do, how everything went wrong. You’re not the Jafeila I first met some fifteen years ago in the ruins of the Anfang Empire. You’re my cute little Fei who barges into my room every morning and night to be groomed and to shower, and who insists on spending as much time as possible curled up against me.”

      A sniffle escaped her. “Really?”

      “Yes. I called you a silly kitten last time. I really do mean it this time. Are you setting an example for Ciana like this?”

      Fei snapped straight like he had just let go of a bow. Her expression stiffened, and Nathan caught the flash of hurt on it, before she covered it up.

      “She knows?” Fei asked, voice dark.

      “A lot of people know, Fei. You’re one of the most important people in the duchy. If you vanish for half a day, people will notice. Your friends—the other Champions—will find out what’s wrong. Sunstorm knew something was up, and let me know. Ciana knew as well. If I asked, I’d probably find out that Narime already reorganized your shifts so you have time to recover.”

      “That’s not…” Fei mumbled, becoming inaudible. “You look like I feel when you talk about Ciana.”

      Ah.

      He pulled Fei against him and pressed his lips against her head. She squawked, then chose to settle against him.

      “We all have our issues, Fei,” he said. “I’m sorry I burdened you with this one.”

      “Don’t apologize,” she mumbled. “I’d say sorry for ruining your room, but you already fixed it.”

      “I am a Bastion. Let’s get some food. I know you skipped lunch, and I feel your tummy rumbling.”

      He poked her in the belly and she giggled. They enjoyed a pleasant meal, and Fei’s was more extravagant than usual. Her personal chef had clearly gotten word of what happened and ensured the catgirl had plenty of comfort food and a hefty pile of meat.

      Fall came. The harvest season was upon them. Peace held, despite Nathan’s fears.

      Then, as the trees dropped their leaves and the farmers loaded up the crops into the town granaries after processing, news arrived.

      Anna contacted him over the wireless first, but by the time he answered her, he knew things were wrong. A dozen people ran toward his office from the hall. Sen stood up, looking between him and the open door.

      “Nathan, they’ve made their move. Uprisings are springing up across the Empire. The other archdukes have declared Emperor Gorthal illegitimate. They made an attempt on Milgar last night, but he barely managed to escape,” Anna said, her voice shaking.

      “The Empire is in civil war.”
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      “Why the hell are they moving now?” Nathan groused. “Winter is only weeks away. Are they crazy enough to think they can take control of the entire Empire that fast? We’re talking about half of Doumahr!”

      “They’ve been mobilizing their soldiers for months. We expected this,” Seraph said as she organized reports on the table.

      Everyone else sat around them, their expressions grim.

      Once the news had been confirmed, Anna had ended the call. She had dozens of nobles to contact, plus all the other Amica dukes.

      Alice took her place using the mirror, which was propped up on a chair. The visuals were undoubtedly poor for her, but she could hear everything being discussed.

      The room itself was one of the larger halls next to Nathan’s office. His office was too small for this. Seraph had pushed tables together in the center, and she setup a wireless call to the other fortresses. Her role was to manage the constant flow of reports. Whispered conversations fluttered about the room.

      All of his closest Champions were here, plus Kara. Fyre was in Tartus, with Anna. His newer ones remained at the portals, just in case. The entire reason he gemmed them was to protect his fortresses when war broke out.

      “No, we expected them to do something earlier, or wait until after winter.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Alice, what is Aleich like?”

      “Not as bad as it looked at first,” she answered, voice surprisingly calm given the situation. “Maylis has been expecting this, so the Army was prepared.”

      “So she is supporting us?”

      “She’s backing Grandpa. He’s furious, but Maylis and Uncle Leopold won’t let him leave the palace. The fact the Nationalists are trying to oust him helps us,” Alice said.

      “How’s Milgar?” Nathan asked.

      A hush fell over the room.

      “He’s hurt, but nothing that can’t be healed. Grandpa—um, the Emperor has issued a declaration of treason toward the other archdukes for what they tried to do,” she said. “His Bastions will keep him safe.”

      “But that will also distract his armies.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The other archdukes are marching on Aleich while Milgar’s nobles are scurrying to defend the east. Do we know what’s happened in Amica?”

      The state of the former Federation was paramount to their plans. Aleich sat close to the center of the original territory of the Anfang Empire, with Milgar and Anna ruling the east and the rebellious archdukes in command of the west. Tharban’s county was in the north.

      Amica could determine the fate of the civil war, given the sheer amount of land within it. To say nothing of the horde of demon lingering past its borders.

      “Anna is still trying to work that out,” Seraph admitted. “Dukes Terrius, George, and Ilmarn openly support us. The rest is a mess. Some support Tharban openly, particularly due to the beastkin slavery situation. Others will swing to support whoever is winning.”

      “I’m surprised George isn’t in that list. He supported us because Torneus was done,” Narime said.

      “He always wanted to rejoin the Empire. Making him a duke gives him status his family has lacked since it seceded.” Nathan grimaced and looked at the map laid out on the floor. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but our enemies border Falmir, don’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “That feels important somehow.” He bit his lip. “But I can’t make sense of the timing of the attack. Tharban and his closest supporters are the only one in position to lay siege to Aleich. The archdukes will need weeks to reach it. Falmir can sweep in behind them.”

      “Can they?” Seraph asked. “If winter is on the horizon, you’d be crazy to send your armies into foreign territory for a prolonged campaign. The villages and towns are full of food right now, and we’re well supplied, but foreign invaders will need to set up supply trains for hundreds of miles.”

      “Damn. You’re right.” His eyes widened. “I’d love to live in a world where everybody is incredibly stupid and every strategic decision is easy to see through. I’m beginning to think my enemies know what they’re doing.”

      “You’d die of boredom within a week, Nathan. Overthinking is ninety percent of what you do.” Narime laughed.

      “I wouldn’t mind if our opponents made more slip ups at least,” Nathan grumbled.

      “We are talking about some of the wealthiest and best educated men in the Empire, with armies of advisors at their beck and call,” Alice said. “They’ve been planning this for years, if not decades. You’re brilliant, Nathan, but it’s their territory. If they want to rule the Empire, they need to prevent Falmir or Trafaumh from sweeping in and conquering it afterward.”

      “If only Falmir had been that smart,” he said, remembering what had happened in his world.

      All of that pain and suffering. The destruction of the entire world. Everything came down to politics. Kings, emperors, and conquerors who wanted more territory caused nothing but ruin.

      “Narime, what’s the situation at our fortresses?” Nathan asked, shifting the focus to immediate concerns.

      “We’ve mobilized soldiers everywhere, but only Castles Tartus and Forselburg are in danger,” she explained, her tails flowing behind her. She pushed away the reports that Seraph tried to give her. “The enclave is also in danger, but we don’t have a fortress there.”

      Gasps rose up from the beastkin in the room, as well as over the wireless.

      “Quiet,” Nathan said. “We prepared for that.”

      Fei’s expression remained distraught, but she didn’t say anything. Plans were one thing, but her home was in danger.

      “Narime, continue,” he said.

      “Nationalist forces are moving in from the south to the enclave. No Champions sighted and no unifying banner. Closer to an armed mob of soldiers from various nobles. Up north, it’s different. Several Bastions and Imperial Army units have defected and are waving around Tharban’s crest. They’re going to blockade Forselle Valley.”

      “You mean, they’ll try. What, are they going to enter the Spires’ territory?” Nathan scoffed.

      “They already have. For whatever reason, the dark elves haven’t responded.” Narime scowled.

      That sounded bad. He heard the Champion at Castle Forselburg say something on the other side of the wireless, but he tuned her out.

      “So that means they’ll launch assaults on Leopold’s and our fortresses,” he said. “I’m guessing Tartus is because of the instability nearby? What about Vera and Kravum Rock?”

      “I’ve already sent Fyre there,” Seraph said. “Even with your wards, losing a binding stone is too great a risk.”

      Nathan only hoped that Fyre wasn’t what he feared she was. He needed her power as a duogem Champion.

      On the other hand, getting her away from Anna allowed him to rest easier.

      “So Aleich is under control, but the enclave and Tartus are in the expected danger,” he summarized. “Can’t say I expected Forselle Valley. That’s—”

      “Bastion!” a voice squeaked over the wireless from Castle Forselburg. “I’m getting really strange readings from the energy reading device up here. We don’t recognize it.”

      Before terror filled the room, Nathan dove into his mental world. He quickly checked the state of his binding stones and the attached leylines. It took him a matter of seconds.

      When he returned, he shouted, “Calm down.”

      Everybody remained calm.

      “You didn’t even give us a chance to panic,” Sen said with a smirk.

      “There’s no cascade,” he said, ignoring her. “Are your readings coming from the northern leylines?”

      “Yes. How did you—” The Champion cut off, likely realizing how Nathan knew. “Um. Yes, it’s the northern leylines. The ones from the Spires.”

      “Then it’s not a cascade. That would be the disaster to end all disasters. If another one happened, I would go there and murder the remaining dark elf Bastions myself.” He rubbed his nose.

      “Can we do that anyway?” Nurevia piped up.

      She and Astra had remained silent until now. Their eyes focused on Nathan, aware that something was wrong.

      Did Astra already know what he was about to say?

      “Don’t look at me like that, Astra. I bet you can already guess,” he said.

      “Messenger.”

      Grim faces rose on everyone’s faces.

      “Most likely. Leyline disturbance, strange readings, no contact from them. Messengers can mess with the demonic energy of a portal before they appear. They’re like a mini-cascade. It’s what makes them so dangerous.” Nathan glared at the map.

      “I’ll go,” Astra declared, standing up.

      “And do what?” he asked.

      “Kill the Messenger.”

      “It’s that easy?” he asked coldly.

      “Someone has to.”

      “It’ll take days to get there. Especially with the blockade.”

      Shit, was this arranged in advance? Nathan doubted it. The Twins told him that Messengers needed chaos to invade. Most likely, the outbreak of civil war created enough chaos for a Messenger to invade for the first time, so they seized it.

      But Nathan remembered how a series of horrible coincidences caused the fall of the Empire in his world. How the Federation had been unable to contain the Messenger they let into the world, and Falmir and Trafaumh kept the Imperial Army away from Aleich long enough to doom everything.

      By the time Astra reached the Spires, it would be too late.

      “Teleport.” Astra pointed at Narime.

      “It might work,” Narime said, her tails lowering as she looked at Nathan nervously.

      “No,” he said. “I’m not ignoring a Messenger.”

      “There is a war on,” Seraph said. “It only just started, but I imagine it’s fairly important.”

      Nathan clenched his fists and held back the words he wanted to say. This wasn’t the time or the place, and Seraph didn’t mean to push his buttons.

      “If a Messenger gets out, or a cascade is caused for any reason, the civil war won’t matter,” he said. “A repeat of last winter would kill more people than I care to imagine. And don’t start, Astra. We don’t know how strong the Messenger is. You’re immortal, but you can’t win every battle.”

      The dark elf pouted.

      “Won’t it take days?” Ciana pointed out gently. “Nathan, send Astra and Narime. We can deal with the Nationalists.”

      Nathan stared at her. Of all the people to downplay Messengers, it was Ciana. Nathan couldn’t blame her. She was trying to support him.

      “No, I think Nathan is right,” Alice said, after remaining silent for so long. “The Empire isn’t going to collapse due to a few days of infighting. Tharban and the others aren’t strong enough to accomplish that. But Nathan knows Messengers. I saw what happened to Leopold. We cannot take a threat like them lightly. Nathan, fulfill your duty to the goddess.”

      Ciana’s expression darkened. She looked away.

      The other Champions nodded grimly. All of them had fought a Messenger. Even Kara had been present in the fight as a knight, and had seen the terrifying result.

      “The goddess, huh,” Nathan said. He sighed and looked up. “Well, this is going to be fucking awkward.”

      Everyone stared at him, especially those who didn’t know his secret.

      “There is a way to get to the Spires instantly. Fei and Sen saw me use a similar trick to save Vera over two years ago. It involves transforming an active portal into a gateway,” he explained.

      “Nathan,” Narime said, her tone lowering as her tails rose into the air.

      “Depending on how it’s done, it causes a cascade. The demonic energy needs to go somewhere, as it closes the portal in the process,” he said. “I’ve never done it before, but I’m certain the process can be done in reverse. I can create a teleportation gateway from Gharrick Pass to the active portal in the Spires.”

      “You just said that will cause a cascade, Nathan,” Seraph snapped at him.

      “It will. Which is why we need help from someone who specializes in cascades,” he said.

      The black door in the back of Nathan’s office beckoned. It was time to make a deal with a Messenger.
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      A gaggle of Champions followed Nathan to his office. He left Kara behind to keep the war room running, while Alice resumed managing affairs in Aleich.

      “You can’t see anything?” he asked, staring at the pitch-black door looming behind his office chair.

      “There’s a wall, Nathan. You’re certain this isn’t in your head?” Seraph asked.

      “Funny you say that,” he said.

      Sunstorm and Sen made odd faces as they stared at the wall, then tilted their heads.

      “I… I remember this,” Sen said. “I’ve been in there. That’s where you brought me back. Then you…” Her face reddened.

      Nurevia laughed. “So it’s Nathan’s secret sex dungeon?”

      Narime stared at the room. Her tails weaved patterns repeatedly.

      “I can’t see it, but I can feel it,” she said. “It’s like there’s something disrupting the flow of magical energy there, but it’s not in space. The closest thing I can think of are the doors that lead to portals. We can see and feel those doors, but the entrances themselves don’t exist in this world.”

      Nathan stared at her. “They don’t what?”

      “You didn’t know that?” she asked, surprised. “It’s part of how foxes learn spatial magic. The portals are a different world, but the connection to this one isn’t a spatial one. We don’t fully understand it. Mystic foxes define it as an unknown ascended element.”

      Recalling his conversation about the nature of ascended magic, Nathan wondered who made the portals to begin with. They all had an eerie similarity to one another. The Messengers shaped them, but didn’t control them.

      “Well, that’s disturbing,” he said. “Especially given what I know about the world past this door. It’s a mental space that connects to this world. Kadria—that’s the Messenger I’m working with—describes it as a combined mental and spatial domain that only I can see. She’s basically creating a physical version of a mental world, then connecting it here.”

      “That doesn’t sound safe.” Narime glared at him.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but Kadria is the most powerful being I have ever met. She could destroy the Spires by herself even if we tried to stop her,” Nathan said. “Safety doesn’t matter when she had her chance to vaporize me years ago.”

      Nobody said anything.

      “She was the one who killed everyone?” Fei asked, being the only one brave enough to say anything.

      “It’s a difficult situation,” Nathan said, his expression stony. He didn’t want to be pushed on this.

      “This might have been something worth bringing up earlier,” Narime said.

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t change anything,” Seraph said. “We’re committed, aren’t we?”

      After she took several steps forward, Seraph turned and stared down the other Champions. Narime’s tails flared up.

      “Don’t you dare question me,” the fox hissed. “There’s a difference between what I feel for Nathan and being upset at him for not telling me everything.”

      “Then we can talk about this after the Spires are saved,” Seraph declared. “Are we going in?”

      “I am,” he said. “There are two to three succubi in here. I’m fine, but you won’t be.”

      “Succubi?” Nurevia’s eyebrows shot up. “Is this what you really do in here? Slip away through the back door of the office and have long sessions of sweaty sex with your secret sex pets?”

      Astra stared at him, her eyes accusing.

      “No,” he said, feeling the need to defend himself. “Not usually.”

      They didn’t sound satisfied. Several huffy women stared him down.

      Nathan chose the manliest option in the face of his angry lovers. He turned, pushed the black door open, and fled.

      Naturally, Kadria was nowhere to be seen. Whatever her plan was, she must be putting it into action.

      “Well, they took it better than expected,” he said as he walked over to the plastic door that led to the Twins domain.

      He hoped the same could be said for everyone else.

      Nothing had changed here. The Twins lounged in the sunlight, holding silver reflectors on their laps. Wind rustled through leaves.

      All felt at peace.

      For a moment, Nathan wondered what it would be like to forget about his worries outside this world. Why was he fighting so hard to build a peaceful world when he had one right here, with two happy women who were happily peeling his pants open.

      “Nice try,” he said, bopping the Twins on the head as they pawed at his crotch. “That was a subtler attack than usual.”

      “You know what they say about the definition of insanity,” Maura said as she straightened up.

      “I don’t, actually,” he said.

      “It’s doing the same thing over and over again, while expecting a different result.”

      “I bet when you said that to Kadria, she said you were insane, not just stupid,” Nathan quipped.

      Both Twins glared at him.

      “You’re getting too cocky,” Maura grumbled.

      “I dunno. I like him this way,” the other one said with a grin. “He’s a great catch.”

      “Yeah, if we were catching him.” The grumpier Twin flipped him off as she returned to her seat.

      Nathan followed, only to find himself with a lap full of Laura.

      “So, are you here to make a deal?” Maura asked. “You know my price.”

      “What makes you think that?” he asked, sure that his thoughts were protected from her.

      “Your emotions are dark. Super serious. And if you’re coming to me feeling like that, I doubt it’s for fun.” A grin crossed her face.

      “Maybe it is?” Laura suggested. “I’d want to fuck us if things were too serious.”

      “Laura, shut up,” her sister said.

      “No.”

      Nathan allowed himself to bask in their simplicity. Like with Kadria, he had grown accustomed to them. He knew that was a bad thing, but it allowed him to justify what he was about to do.

      A thought occurred to him.

      “Before I get down to business, I have a question,” he said.

      “Shoot. Preferably literally.” Maura reached over and ran a hand along his thigh, and her grin turned lewd.

      “Not that sort of question,” he said. “What part of the burger gives it the name? The ground meat patty, or putting something between two buns?”

      Maura stared at him. And stared. And stared. Nathan wondered if he had broken her.

      “Doesn’t it depend on where you are?” Laura answered seriously.

      “The fuck kind of answer is that?” Maura growled.

      “I mean, they called all sorts of things burgers elsewhere. And Kadria laughs at the stuff we call sushi.”

      “No. Fuck no. That’s stupid. You’re stupid. This question is stupid. That answer is stupid.” Maura rose to her feet, her red eyes glowing and horns turning black as she balled her fists. “If I slap Nathan’s dick between my ass, do we get a dick burger? People call these buns.” She slapped her huge ass, causing the bronzed flesh to jiggle beneath her dress.

      “I think they mean buns made of bread,” Laura answered, eyes wide.

      Maura shook with fury. Laura’s eyes glittered with amusement, despite her innocent expression.

      So this was what the Twins did to amuse themselves when he wasn’t around. No wonder Kadria messed with them so much.

      “I think we can move on,” Nathan said, before the two started brawling.

      “Aw, do we?” Laura whined. “But Maura just said she wants your dick in her ass.”

      “I mean, I do, but that’s not what I said,” the supposedly smarter succubus said.

      “Moving on,” Nathan said louder.

      “Okay,” the Twins chirped.

      “I want to make a deal with you,” he declared.

      Malevolent grins split the faces of both succubi. Their red eyes gleamed as they leaned toward him, their voluptuous tits hanging from their tiny frames.

      “Then you know what you need to do,” Laura murmured.

      “Let us in,” Maura purred. “I’ll even deliver that little goat to you wrapped up however you like.”

      Their fingers ran over his crotch, but he ignored them despite the pressure of his erection.

      “No.”

      They blinked at him.

      “I didn’t say I agreed to your deal,” he corrected. “I’m offering a new deal, on my own terms. You can take it or leave it.”

      Their eyes glowed. Before they reacted, he reached out and slammed his hands on their shoulders. Both succubi fell to their knees in front of him.

      Nathan glared down at them.

      “None of this bullshit about how you enter my mind and control me. I’m not stupid. Your promises will mean nothing the moment you get past my defenses,” he spat. “I don’t need to hear Kadria’s advice to know how untrustworthy you are.”

      “I’ve taught you plenty about mental magic,” Maura said.

      “Yes, and that’s why I know how dangerous it is to let you into my head. It’s also why I’m offering you this deal at all.”

      She fell silent. Her expression told him to get on with it.

      “If you want out of here, it’s on my terms. You’ll serve me,” he told them. “I’ll connect to your minds. That will give you access to the binding stone’s power, but controlled by me.”

      “You’re turning us into glorified Champions?” Maura spluttered. “I’m not your pet!”

      “I mean, we could be,” Laura murmured. When Maura glared at her, she pretended to be angry. “How dare you?”

      “Great effort,” Maura grumbled.

      “Call it what you want. It’s either this or nothing. Right now, I can use you. But later, who knows? You’re stuck in this shitty little mental hole. Kadria treats you like her personal entertainment. At some point, I’ll learn enough mental magic to sever the mental tether you have to my binding stone and then you’re gone forever.”

      They both froze, eyes widening in terror.

      Laura turned on her sister. “You fucking idiot! Why have you taught him that shit?”

      “Because he’s hot,” Maura mumbled, as her sister pummeled her with her fists.

      Well, so much for Nathan’s theory about which sister was dumber. Neither were particularly smart, it seemed.

      Laura scowled. “I’d hit you harder, but I get it. This new bad boy twist on him is great. He’s not really my type otherwise, other than a quick ride, but this darker “bend over” side has me going.”

      “You’re so stupid,” Maura said.

      The Twins glared at each other.

      “I think you’re forgetting something,” Nathan said, coughing. He pushed them back down, as they had moved around a lot in their excitement. “My deal is that you serve me. No mental nonsense and you won’t turn on me. In exchange, I’ll protect you from anything Kadria has planned in the future and won’t remove you from this world. If you break it, then I have a tether right to your minds.”

      “Ooh, this sounds super hot. I say yes,” Laura chirped, arms raised in a small cheer.

      “What?” Maura snapped. “Are you crazy?”

      “Oh, come on. He’s got everything we want. We’ve made dumber deals before.”

      “That’s a low fucking bar.”

      Maura’s eyes glowed, her horns turned black, and a wind blew across the grass. The dresses of both Twins blew up, revealing a lot of skin, and giving Nathan a glimpse of how incredibly wet they were.

      “Here’s my answer,” Maura growled, staring Nathan in the eyes. “Fuck. No.”

      Then a ton of stone slammed into Nathan’s mind. His vision blurred. He held on tightly to both Twins, desperately reaching for his magic.

      His efforts felt futile. He couldn’t string two words together. His thoughts jumbled. All sense of reality became scrambled.

      Some time later—Nathan didn’t know if it had been seconds, days, or even centuries—his vision returned.

      He felt a wet warmth on his cock. It ran up and down his length. Soon, the slapping of flesh filled his ears, along with ecstasy-laden moans. A pair of hands pressed down on his bare chest.

      Two familiar breasts jiggled in front of his eyes, but an even larger mound lay below them. Nathan recognized the chest as Fei’s. But that belly…

      Fei crouched over him, her movements as intense as always during sex.

      “More, more! I love you so much,” she moaned.

      Fei’s black hair streamed down her back and plump ass. She looked several years older than her current self, but had the same youthful look in her eyes. Her tail wagged back in forth in rhythm with her pumping. Her bloated belly bounced with her movements.

      She was pregnant, Nathan realized.

      “Don’t ignore me,” Narime’s voice whined from the side.

      Nathan looked over to see the fox crouched next to him.

      Like Fei, Narime was also visibly pregnant. Otherwise, she looked the same as always. She moaned sweetly when he showed her some attention with a free hand.

      The room smelled of sex and the arousal of countless women.

      More pregnant women appeared around him. Seraph, Sen, Nurevia, and Vera. For some reason, Leopold’s Champion, Mae, was here, but Nathan didn’t think too hard about her. A bunch of beastkin knights and Champions crowded around the bed, many already full of his seed from earlier in the day.

      This was Nathan’s life now. All of his problems had been solved. Now he enjoyed his life with his massive harem of women. Every day was nothing but endless pleasure and sex.

      The door to his impossibly large bedroom opened and even more naked women streamed in. They smiled at him. The first one that caught his eye was…

      Was…

      Why did she have no face?

      The world froze. Nathan’s wits began to slowly return to him. His mind felt groggy. He tried to pull out from the fake Fei on top of him, but found himself frozen in place.

      “Oh, come on. You definitely have dozens more women you want to bang for the rest of your life,” Maura’s voice murmured inside his mind. “Be happy, for once in your miserable fucking life. Do you want to know more about how you won? Look, there’s Kadria’s head on the wall. You realized she’s playing you and mounted her like a goddamn deer.”

      Out of nowhere, Kadria’s decapitated head appeared on the closest wall. It was mounted on a wooden plaque that read “Dumb Little Goat.” She had an apple in her mouth.

      “Or maybe you want us dead. Fine, whatever.”

      The Twins’ heads appeared on either side of Kadria’s. For whatever reason, their skin wasn’t bronzed. Instead, they had fair skin. Their white hair had turned blonde as well.

      “Oops, fucked up there.”

      The heads flickered and now looked like the Twins that Nathan recognized.

      “See? This is the happy ending. We’re dead. Your harem will give you babies for all eternity. Any woman you know, they can appear here. Bam, yours forever. Happiest place for you. No wars. No schemes. Just sex, sex, sex. Great, right?”

      Nathan tried to shut her out. He reached blindly for his essence and his magic. For some reason, it felt so far away.

      “All you need to do is. Let. Me. In!” Maura roared.

      The world shattered like a mirror. Nathan’s head felt like someone was crushing it in a vice while driving a pick through it. A moment later, he felt worms crawling around in his skull. Pain stabbed at him from every direction, including from within.

      Darkness overwhelmed him. Memories of his past replayed within his mind. Failure after failure struck him. Death after death. He lost count of the number of times he saw Ciana’s pallid face, heard the last words of Jafeila, Vala, or Narime, or said goodbye to Gareth.

      But, slowly, he regained his composure. The pain didn’t dull. The darkness eroding his vision never left him. His failures didn’t cease to hurt. Nothing changed reality for Nathan.

      He stood up, took a deep breath, and reached for his binding stones.

      And found them.

      The first surge of power blew away the intrusion. He then focused himself and cast an actual mental magic spell, and righted himself. His vision blurred again.

      When he regained his vision, the familiar yet strange world of the Twins greeted him. The fake sky that shined sunlight on his face and created wind, and the smell of freshly cut grass.

      Once again, he felt a warm, wet sensation around his cock. He looked down to see Maura wrapped around his engorged length. Her naked tits pillowed his shaft, while her mouth worked his tip. She glared up at him.

      Despite the failure of her mental attack, Maura kept sucking away. Nathan groaned, the pressure in his crotch almost too much. He felt her tickling away at the edges of his mind, refusing to completely retreat. Every time she tapped his defenses, he felt a surge of pleasure.

      Reflexively, he gripped her horns. A moment later, he exploded in her mouth. Streams of thick, white seed flooded her throat. He heard her gulping down her meal.

      “You’re spilling it,” Laura murmured.

      She ducked in and lapped up the drops that burst from Maura’s lips. Laura’s hands massaged his balls, ensuring that every possible drop came out. Both succubi wanted everything from him.

      When he pulled away, they fought over the tiny remains dribbling out from his tip.

      “Mmm, I could get used to having this on-tap,” Laura said.

      “You’re not thinking of accepting?” Maura asked.

      “Oh, come on. You just proved we can’t claim him. That was our best shot. I even helped you. If that doesn’t work, we’re done.” Laura rolled her eyes.

      “It’s not my fault the asshole wants to be a miserable shit.” Maura glared up at Nathan. “Do you hate being happy or something? Your deepest defenses are fucking awful to wade through. So much damn misery. Your core is locked up like a vault, and all I had to work with were the women we saw when we invaded. And even at the end there, you just shrugged off all that shit. Most people go catatonic when I turn their own memories on them.”

      He grimaced. “I should punish you for that. But I already am. Servitude, or death. Your options haven’t changed.”

      “You didn’t answer me,” Maura said.

      “You didn’t ask a question.” He shrugged. “Those memories are something I live with every day. I’m a Bastion. I need to keep moving forward, and that means coming to terms with my past mistakes. A lot of my life is formed from regrets, but those are what make me who I am. That’s why I didn’t want your fake ending. Is it really an ending if there’s no journey to reach it?”

      “That almost sounds profound,” Maura mumbled. “Damn. No wonder you never got picked up as a Messenger. I’d been wondering why someone like you got passed over, given your talent. You’re too fucking optimistic. Didn’t Kadria kill everyone you love? And here you are, trucking on with her sucking your cock.”

      He stared down at the Twins.

      “Your answer?” he asked, feeling that this conversation had outlived its usefulness.

      “Oh, I vote yes,” Laura chirped.

      “Of course you do.” Maura sighed. “You mean that you’ll protect us?”

      “I do.”

      “Then, fuck, I guess I’m in. I can’t believe after all this time, we’ve ended up being tamed. Guess Mom was right. Once you find a man you like, you settle down,” Maura said.

      Then both succubi latched onto his cock like limpets. If this was their idea of settling down, Nathan had serious concerns about his ability to leave his bedroom in the future.

      “Don’t resist me,” he warned. “Or I’ll have to use force.”

      “Yeah, yeah. We want out. Get it over with.” Maura waved her hand in the air.

      The process itself was quick. Both succubi kept their minds locked up tight as he entered them. Nathan was reminded of how little he really knew. They essentially guided him to their mental core but prevented him from accessing any of their thoughts or emotions. If he strayed, their defenses would no doubt activate.

      He attached a powerful mental tether to both of their cores. At the same time, he also laid failsafes. One warned him if the tether was destroyed. The other would destroy the tether if too much magic was sent toward Nathan through it. If the Twins tried to attack him using his link, it would sever itself.

      “Huh. Not bad,” Maura said. “I can probably deactivate the warning, but dunno about the other thing. What does it even do?”

      “It’s a self-destruct, right?” the other Twin said, frowning. “Why didn’t you make it blow up our minds if the tether breaks?”

      “Because another succubus might break the tether. I’m not that callous,” he said.

      The two of them continued to blow him between words.

      “You should be that callous, but whatever. I guess you’re the boss. So, what’s the plan?” Maura asked, her face an absolute mess.

      “We’re going to fight another Messenger.”

      The Twins grinned up at him, their faces the very picture of excitement.
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      Leaving the Twins behind, Nathan returned to his office. His Champions jumped when he emerged. They were standing around the tables, chatting and discussing strategy.

      “You didn’t see the door open?” he asked, genuinely surprised they still couldn’t see the door even after learning about it.

      “No. In fact, I don’t even remember when you left.” Seraph rubbed her temples with her fingertips. “This isn’t the first time you’ve walked out of that door in front of me, is it?”

      “No. Something about the door prevents people from remembering anything associated with it,” Nathan said.

      “Uh, I remember having sex in there pretty well,” Sen said.

      Everyone looked at her, and she scowled at them.

      “What? I do. I just don’t remember a lot of other things. Sunstorm’s the same way. I hadn’t seen Nathan for ages. Like hell I wasn’t going to fuck him.”

      Sunstorm nodded enthusiastically.

      “So, is it done?” Narime asked.

      Nathan quickly checked the state of his tethers with the Twins, just in case they knew a trick to double cross him. The connections remained intact. Although he felt them doing something to the tether. Some sort of reinforcement.

      The fact they could mess with the mental connection at all suggested that Nathan hadn’t constructed it very well. He needed to ask Kadria for some advice on managing this link.

      “Yes. I’ve bound the succubi in this portal to my will,” he said, avoiding the comparison to Champions for obvious reasons.

      “Allies?” Astra asked.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Nathan replied cautiously. “But I have leverage over them. Consider them servants.”

      “Slaves,” the dark elf declared.

      The beastkin grimaced. Unfortunately, it was the most apt description.

      “What next? I’ve already mobilized the knights in the portal. I assume that’s where we’re going next,” Seraph said.

      “It is. Even though we’re in a rush, we can’t mess this up. The only thing worse than a Messenger invading the Spires is allowing him to invade us as well, or triggering a cascade,” he said.

      Despite his words, making preparations didn’t take long. Gharrick Pass had extensive defenses against attack from both within and without. Nathan had a lot of soldiers to work with.

      As they left, Sunstorm remained behind. Nathan and Sen spotted her, and stopped. In response to Narime’s questioning gaze, Nathan waved the rest on.

      “Choe, what’s wrong?” Sen asked.

      “Don’t… Oh, they’re all gone,” Sunstorm said, initially getting angry over her name. She rubbed her hands against her arms and grimaced. “This is going to be a huge battle against demons, isn’t it.”

      “Yes. You’ve missed the big invasions. It’ll be great to fight together.” Sen grinned and punched her friend in the arm.

      “Yeah…” Sunstorm ignored Sen and looked Nathan in the eye. “Nathan, I want to go help Anna.”

      Sen froze, her grin cracking. Her eyes showed the panic inside her.

      “Choe, stop for a second and explain,” Nathan said. “You’re not alone.”

      “Maybe. But can I really help you in such a huge battle? I excel in one-on-one fights. I’m an assassin. I kill people and other Champions. Other Bastions. Anna’s going to be swimming in targets that she needs help dealing with. I can collect a lifetime’s worth of heads.” Sunstorm smirked, but her eyes remained distant.

      “You’ve never shied away from battle before. What’s really wrong?” Nathan said, remembering the fierce warrior he always sent to solve messes.

      Sunstorm shrugged.

      Annoyed, Sen punched the assassin. This time, the blow was intended to hurt. Unfortunately, Sunstorm was a Champion. She rolled her eyes at Sen.

      “Stop being a bitch. This is about your gem, isn’t it?” Sen said. “I thought you said it was fine.”

      “It is,” Sunstorm admitted. “I don’t want to be the burden in a group of duogems and a trigem. I can do things everyone else can’t, but not on a battlefield full of demons. That Messenger will eat me for breakfast.”

      “Fine,” Nathan said. “Anna will need the help. But we’re going to talk about this later. I just finished grumping at Fei and the others about not being honest.”

      “Doesn’t this count as honesty?” The assassin tried to smile at him, but it faded away under his stare. “Okay, fine. And thanks.”

      “Stay safe, Choe,” Nathan said. He squeezed her shoulder.

      Nathan and Sen left as Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness. On the way to the portal, Nathan ensured he collected Alice’s hand mirror. He needed some way to remain in contact during battle.

      While he liked helping his Champions with their problems, he hoped there weren’t too many more lingering beneath the surface. Nathan wanted a happy ending eventually. One that he earned himself.

      By the time he arrived at the portal, Fei had taken charge. Knights trooped down the valley in front of him.

      At a glance, nothing appeared amiss. The sky inside the portal was a familiar hazy red and purple light shined from the volcanic ground beneath him. The world of this portal gave off the appearance of an otherworldly wasteland. Twin valleys ran down to a clearing at the bottom and rocky cliffs kept him inside.

      He walked down to the bottom. There he found his Champions and knights massed around a craggy mound. Obsidian spikes arced out from the mound, forming a pretty pattern that Nathan found unfamiliar, but the mound itself was unoccupied.

      During an invasion, the air itself would split open here. Demons would pour through in the thousands. But all was quiet. Nothing stirred, save for Nathan’s soldiers. They lined up behind him, many carrying cannisters and barrels.

      Every few minutes, several demons did phase into appearance. The portal’s activity levels remained elevated from the Twins attack, so demons crossed over passively. But they were swiftly dealt with.

      Nathan’s Champions took turns dealing with the ones that appeared today.

      “So, we’re here. What now?” Narime asked.

      As if to answer her, rays of light shot out from the obsidian spikes. The sky flickered black.

      The Twins snapped into existence high above them, their monochrome dresses fluttering in a non-existent wind. Once again, they didn’t wear any underwear and gave everybody a great view of their crotches.

      “Tremble, mortals!” Laura shouted, throwing her arms up in a strange pose. “Your doom has come!”

      Magic amplified her voice and made it sound halfway intimidating. A shame about her appearance. Maura stared at her sister, before running a hand down her face.

      Nathan’s Champions tensed. The rattle of weapons rung out behind him as his knights prepared their weapons. Gasps and shouts filled the air.

      “Shut up and get down here,” Nathan yelled at them. “Everybody else, maintain positions. We’re not being invaded. Like you’ve been told, they’re under my control. This portal is tamed.”

      “Spoilsport.” Laura pouted.

      “I told you to shut up.” He angrily waved a hand at her to come down. “I don’t need my knights trying to fight you because they buy into your dumb charade.”

      The two succubi drifted toward him.

      “Thank fuck,” Maura said. “That was embarrassing.”

      “Like you don’t do the same thing.” Laura glared at her sister.

      “I make actual threats. What was this?” Maura mimicked the arm movements that Laura had made earlier. “Do you think you’re on TV?”

      “They look cool.”

      “No, they don’t,” Nathan and Maura said together.

      “See, I win.” Maura pushed her sister’s head down.

      Nathan’s Champions stared at the antics in amazement. So did a lot of his knights. Hushed whispers rippled through their ranks.

      Many of these knights had battled against the Twins. Now they watched as they obeyed Nathan’s directions and messed around.

      “So you’re actually under his control?” Nurevia asked. “This isn’t some complicated act, and you’ll suddenly turn around and attack us all because we didn’t see the signs of betrayal?”

      “Yeah, as dumb as it is, we’re his.” Maura jabbed her thumb at Nathan. “Want him to fuck me on top of you to make sure?”

      “That wouldn’t prove a thing. You’re a succubus,” Narime said.

      “But it’d be hot.” Maura’s grin nearly split her face in half.

      Convinced that everything was safe, Seraph stepped aside and gestured to the knights. Those carrying cannisters and barrels walked to the base of the mound. They unplugged the barrels and began pouring oil and tar everywhere. The cannisters were planted in small pits filled with oil and sand, with their tops sticking out.

      The Twins stopped messing around. They stared at the preparations with wide, terrified eyes. With each passing second, they edged closer to Nathan. When one of the cannister-carrying knights got too close, they hopped behind him.

      “You’re fucking evil, you know that?” Maura growled. “Did you have this shit prepared for us?”

      “The geyser minefield wasn’t strong enough. But my tests with the propane gas proved pretty effective,” Nathan said.

      “I think you need to use a stronger word than effective,” Sen said drily. “I helped with those tests. Evil is the right word, if you ever used this stuff against humans. I can replicate it with spells, but that stuff is terrifying as well.”

      “I can’t believe you’re scared of it,” Seraph said. “I saw you shrug off everything we threw at you last time.”

      “Yeah, well, I like my limbs where they are, thank you. I don’t care if you’re into that sort of thing, Nathan, but I’m not.” Maura formed a big X with her arms. “Let’s establish that as my limit in the bedroom.”

      “Soft,” Astra said.

      “Well, sorry, princess, I’m not fucking immortal.” Maura rolled her eyes. “Although the way you scream when you—”

      “Enough!” Nathan snapped.

      Everybody stared at him. Astra’s eyes focused on Maura.

      “When I?” the dark elf said. She swallowed, then pressed on. “I can feel pain? How?”

      “Uh…” Maura and Laura stared at Nathan, who glared at them. “Yeah, take it up with the big guy. He holds our leashes.”

      “Later, Astra. Maura, Laura, I forbid you to talk about anything about the timelines.” Nathan ran a hand down his face. “I think I understand why Kadria didn’t tell me everything at first.”

      “Um, bad time, but I wanted to say that Ifrit is laughing at you,” Sen said.

      “Tell him to go fuck himself,” Nathan said.

      Wiseass undying spirit who knew everything.

      “Err, anything else we should shut up about? I mean, I have no idea what we’re even doing here,” Maura said, looking around. “Like, you said we’re going to attack another Messenger.”

      “I’m going to open a connection to an active portal that a Messenger is using. You’re going to control the cascade that will result. You can do that, can’t you?” Nathan raised an eyebrow. “I’ve seen you Messengers mess around with the leylines and portals a lot.”

      “We’re tapped into your binding stone now, so yeah, super easy.” Maura shrugged. “We’ll channel the overflow through you and into the magic rock here. Normally this would be a bad idea, but you’ll be fine.”

      Several questioning looks penetrated Nathan, but he waved them off.

      “One final question,” Seraph said, refocusing attention to herself. “How does Nathan prevent you from betraying him? He didn’t deny you were slaves, earlier, but you aren’t acting subservient.”

      Maura laughed, while Laura merely smiled. Both succubi gave him sidelong looks and licked their lips.

      “Slaves, huh? Is that how you want us to act, master?” Laura added a strange accent to “master” as if she were tasting the word. “Ooh, I could get addicted to saying that.”

      “You’re such a sub,” Maura said. “But no, we’re not slaves. Unless you are.”

      “I’m not, no,” Seraph replied coldly.

      “There you go. What Nathan did to us isn’t any different to you Champions. The difference is you’re a human and we’re not. We need a connection to this world to safely remain in it,” Maura explained.

      “So, Nathan.”

      “No, the binding stone. If all we needed was some chump’s mind, this world would be demon food in five seconds. The magic rocks are the world. The little goat could explain it better, but they’re basically magical chunks of the planet itself. Destroying one would be equivalent to ending the world, or at least a large chunk of it. That’s basically what the boss is doing when he does his thing.” Maura made a biting motion with her hand.

      So, Kadria had been telling the truth when she said that her boss ate the worlds he conquered.

      Then Maura turned to Nathan and pointed at him. “Which is why you need to protect this tether to us! We can’t touch you, because of the self-destruct, but if it gets cut while we’re outside the portals, bad things happen.”

      “Define bad,” Nathan asked.

      “The local authorities descend and erase us from existence,” Maura said, her voice deadly serious.

      Nathan blinked.

      Did she seriously mean that Omria would obliterate any Messenger not connected to a binding stone? Was that why they were so important?

      “I mean, eventually,” Maura corrected. “Messengers don’t belong in this world. We use the binding stones to blend in. That’s why we use the portals. Prepare the invasion in them, bust through, grab the rock, destroy planet. Then you Bastions started fighting us in the portals and it became this dumb tug of war game.”

      “Fun tug of war game,” Laura said.

      “I’m lost,” Fei said.

      “Yeah. Ifrit won’t explain anything. I get the feeling he knows all of this,” Sen grumbled. “Or if he doesn’t, then he doesn’t like what he’s learning.”

      “Nathan, I’d ask if you’re making the right decision, but I get the feeling I know the answer,” Narime said, her tails tickling his back.

      “Yeah. Some of this is new. Parts of it are familiar. None of it changes anything. There’s no such thing as light heresy,” he said.

      “Is it really heresy if you win?” Seraph asked. “There are a lot of things the dark elves claim as heresy that the Empire doesn’t.”

      He stared at her, then looked at the Twins. Nobody paid them any attention. Many of his knights were devout, but they didn’t scream and run away.

      As far as his soldiers cared, Nathan was a devout Bastion of Omria. He claimed to have tamed the Messengers, and was defending Doumahr. Heresy didn’t enter into the equation.

      “I’ll worry about that later,” he said. “I think we’re ready. Get everybody into formation. Once we open the gateway, the invading demons will turn around and attack us.”

      The Twins shot into the air above the mound and hovered on opposite sides of it. The knights formed up into ranks at the edge of the clearing, shields raised as they defended the exits. Towering suits of armor stood in front of them, powered by Nathan’s magic. More summons occupied the stone walls behind them, just in case any demons made it through.

      Only Nathan and his Champions stood in the clearing itself. Sen began casting spells, pentagons flaring over her greatsword as she prepared for the incoming attack. Her flames would set off the oil and gas trap.

      Nathan reached for his binding stones. Then he began to focus the power. This was a form of ascended magic, he realized. He had been taught that it was binding stone magic—an extension of how he used the power to create his summons and castle. But that was wrong. He knew better now.

      Gareth had created this technique during the evacuation of Trafaumh in their original world. It had been the second to last of his great feats. His last one had killed him, when he cast a ninth rank spell so great that it wiped out hundreds of square miles full of demons and slew a Messenger.

      Now, Nathan took on his old mentor’s mantle. He refined the spell that Gareth had taught him.

      Reaching out through the leylines, Nathan found the active portal in the Spires. Then he connected it to Gharrick Pass.

      Thunder rippled across the clearing. Wind burst into existence, knocking down several of his Champions.

      Nathan remained standing. Above him, the Twins’ bodies shimmered with darkness. He felt the demonic energy of the cascade surge through the connection he had created. A moment later, it hit him like a truck.

      His vision swam. Hands wrapped around him, but he remained standing.

      Slowly, the world returned to normal.

      A window of white stood in the center of the mound. It stood dozens of feet tall, was blindingly bright, and always appeared to face Nathan.

      A moment later, the first demons appeared from it.
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      The beasts charged through the gateway. Animalistic roars erupted from them as they emerged. Their weapons banged against their armor and their armored greaves rumbled throughout the clearing. Every demon looked slightly different, but all of them were bestial monsters. They had twisted visages created from the animal kingdom, spliced with a brutish human physique, and given blood red skin.

      Hundreds of them poured forth. A few looked around in confusion, but most didn’t bother. Nathan didn’t know if demons were intelligent or if they operated on animal instincts. Kadria had implied they were weapons. Created for the purpose of invading Doumahr.

      “Sen,” he barked.

      The red pentagons around her sword glowed brightly. A moment later, she cast her fifthrank spell.

      A plume of flame blocked off the demons’ advance. The wall of fire encircled the gateway, and the demons found themselves with no way forward. They pushed up to the flames but no farther.

      More and more demons poured forward. They splashed around in the oil. A few looked down. One even pulled out a cannister of gas. The fire spell had been cast far away from the trap Nathan had set.

      “Heavies,” Seraph said grimly, looking past the demons.

      Hulking demons strode through the gateway, carrying halberds with blades as large as a person. Each of these heavies wore armor as thick as Nathan’s fist. They towered over their smaller brethren and knocked them about, as if in amusement.

      “Wow. They really do look nasty,” Sen said.

      “Yeah. We call them heavies because that’s what they are. Hulking brutes with massive weapons,” Nathan said.

      The wall of flames showed no signs of wavering. The demons began chanting and beating their chests. Given more time, they would use human wave tactics—demon wave tactics, Nathan supposed.

      In the previous invasion, they had climbed the walls by using bodies as shields. A wall of flames could be suppressed with enough bodies. Especially if those bodies were covered in solid steel.

      “That’s enough. Sen,” he ordered.

      “Got it.”

      She pointed her sword at the sky and began casting a supercharged fourth rank spell. A pair of glowing squares appeared around her.

      Moments later, meteors crashed into the mass of demons.

      The world shook with a series of explosions. Thwooms rippled across the clearing. Great, hot searing balls of red hot fire shot a hundred feet into the air. Gore rained from the sky.

      The laughter of the Twins broke through the cacophony of crackling flames, deafening explosions, and screaming knights. Nathan’s soldiers cowered in fear. The heat billowed against him and he covered his face with his hand. He felt like he was standing in front of an open furnace

      More canisters of gas went off, as the flames cooked off the oil and superheated the sand around them. The demons still alive panicked as their surroundings filled with fire and earth. Their choices were grim.

      If they remained near the gateway, the demons would be blown apart or cooked alive. But fleeing took them through a white-hot wall of flames. They took their chances, and charged through Sen’s spell.

      Only the heavies made it through. Narime and Sen put them out of their misery with judicious use of their fiery spells.

      Ciana stared at the destruction grimly. The rest of his Champions remained unfazed. Astra appeared openly joyful, and even clapped as each canister exploded, her eyes glowing with excitement.

      “Boom, haha,” she said with a grin. “I like these.”

      “Holy fucking shit, Nathan,” Nurevia said. “Remind me never to make you mad. I thought they were joking about the spells you used. Is the flesh-eating flood real?”

      “They’re demons. Anything less than total destruction isn’t enough,” he said, blood pouring down his face. “They’ll overwhelm us with a tide of bodies if we let them.”

      The rain of blood had stopped. Ciana pulled a lace handkerchief from her uniform and used it to clean off Nathan’s face. He tried not to screw up his face as she wiped around his nose.

      “Is now the time?” he asked Ciana.

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “You shouldn’t leave blood on your face. It might make you sick.”

      “I can’t get sick.” Especially now.

      That surge of energy he had felt when the Twins had stopped the cascade terrified Nathan. For a moment, he thought he was going to die. He had been certain his heart had stopped. His nerve buzzed with magical energy.

      And his binding stone reserves had all been topped up.

      Was this what true power felt like? The Twins had effortlessly accomplished what Gareth had spent his entire life trying to understand. Cascades had remained the one thing that escaped humanity’s understanding in Nathan’s old world.

      Now, Nathan controlled a pair of succubi who effortlessly manipulated them. He had deviated so far from the path of a Bastion he couldn’t even see it anymore.

      Whatever. It didn’t matter.

      The gateway shimmered. It began to grow.

      “That’s not good,” Nathan uttered.

      “Should it be doing that?” Ciana asked.

      The Twins drifted backward, putting distance between them and whatever was coming through.

      “Knights, throw more cannisters into the flames,” Nathan snapped. “Now!”

      A dozen beastkin charged forward and hurled the small containers of gas into the burning flames. They bounced and rolled into the flames. Nothing happened immediately, as they needed time to heat up and explode.

      Something truly massive emerged through the gateway. A hulking blue head, the size of a house. A single black horn stuck out from its forehead and dozens of beady black eyes covered its carapace-like skin. The beast emerged, standing over fifty feet tall. In place of hands, it had claws the size of people. Its body was covered in a thick shell of steel, which was painted with garish colors.

      “Behemoth,” Seraph said, eyes wide. She took a step back. “I’ve never seen one before.”

      “Uh, Nathan, Ifrit says to run,” Sen squeaked. “That thing is apparently immune to magic.”

      “It’s not,” he snapped. “The armor needs penetrating spells. You’ve been practicing those.”

      Before they could continue, the gas canisters erupted. The explosions ripped into the beast. Flames shot beneath its armor. Parts of its blue carapace cracked from the heat.

      The behemoth bellowed in pain, the force of its yell loud enough to force Nathan to cover his ears. Fei, Ciana, and Narime snapped their hands over their ears in pain.

      The ground quaked as the behemoth fell to its knees. The flames seared its flesh. Its black eyes glowed red, shooting around like crazy.

      “It’s weak,” Fei chirped.

      She shot forward, flames around her arms. Then she hurled them at the monster. The blue fire latched onto the behemoth. Unlike normal demons, which melted like wax upon impact from Fei’s flames, the behemoth lit up like a huge candle. The beast tried to roar, but the attempt only allowed the fire into its lungs.

      Fei continued to pump her flames into the monster. A manic grin stretched across her face. Her sapphires glowed so bright that Nathan worried they were going to explode. Nathan wondered how Fei kept this up.

      Was her duogem ability that powerful? Fei now had a form of magical vampirism. She regained magic using her flames. In effect, she was eating the behemoth.

      The huge monster collapsed in itself suddenly, its body failing. The heavy armor crushed what remained of it. Dust billowed up.

      Fei stopped using her ability. Her flames flickered out of existence a few seconds later.

      “Wow. That was easy.” The catgirl flicked her long black hair and preened for Nathan.

      “Good job, Fei.” He walked up and scratched behind her ears. Her tail flicked back and forth in pleasure.

      “I’m surrounded by monsters,” Nurevia said.

      Astra punched her in the side, then walked forward. With a sweep of her arm, the trigem blew out the remaining flames. A gale of wind blew across the clearing.

      No more demons surged through. The Twins descended and poked their arms through the gateway, as if testing that it worked.

      “Are you coming with us?” Seraph asked Nathan. “Your binding stones won’t work once you go through. It’s dangerous.”

      “I’ll manage,” he grunted.

      Ciana stuck to him like glue as they approached the gateway. Behind them, his knights formed up. Fei and Narime peeled off to give them orders.

      He paused and looked around. As much as it hurt him to think it, this might be the last time he saw some of his Champions. He burned their faces in his mind.

      Fei, Sen, Ciana, Seraph, Narime, Nurevia, and Astra.

      “Don’t,” Astra said, staring at him. “Weak eyes.”

      “Saw right through me, huh.” He grimaced. “I regretted not saying goodbye last time.”

      Sen clapped him on the back. “Then make sure you don’t need to say goodbye this time. We’re not going anywhere, Nathan. And if I’m in any danger, I’ll jump behind the idiots floating around over there.” She pointed at the Twins.

      Ciana and Sen pushed him forward, but he did note that they remained close to him.

      “Let’s go,” Nathan said.

      He stepped through the gateway.
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      The world on the other side of the gateway looked familiar to Nathan. Not because it was a volcanic hellscape—which it was—but because he had been before.

      But not when he defended the Spires.

      “I know this place,” he said, looking around in wonder.

      All portals were formed of two core sections: the valley and the clearing. The clearing contained the rift that the demons invaded through, and Nathan had opened the gateway here. The valley was the long stretch that the demons charged through to reach the exit.

      The role of a Bastion was to prevent the demons and any Messengers from getting from the clearing to the far end of the valley.

      But this portal turned all concept of that idea on its head, at least at first glance.

      There were two clearings. One stood above the other, separated by steep cliffs. Winding pathways built from marble and bone connected the two, and extended over the glowing abyss that was visible over the edges of the cliffs. Slate towers extended above the walkways and their bases sat in the bottom clearing.

      Nathan stood atop a throne crafted from bone. It stood hundreds of feet tall, with winged arches that rose even higher above him. Behind him, his Champions and knights marched onto its cracked surface. They stared in warped fascination at their surroundings.

      Far below him, in the bottom clearing, was a stone wall that marked the exit from the portal. A brutal battle took place around it. In fact, a battle took place everywhere.

      Dark elves and countless summons filled the towers overlooking the bone walkways. They fired catapults, ballistae, and a variety of wicked siege weapons onto the demons below them. Behemoths swung their claws at the towers in return, and some could reach the towers.

      Nathan watched as a behemoth took out the middle of a tower. Screams echoed across the entire battlefield, as hundreds of dark elves were crushed beneath the ruins of a collapsing tower. Far below them, a swarm of demons rushed the survivors.

      The bottom clearing seethed with an uncountable red mass of beasts and dozens of behemoths. An endless light show of magic and gem abilities blew apart hundreds of demons at a time, and sometimes felled a behemoth. But more came, neverending. The Spires’ defenses slowly failed.

      This was the difficulty in fighting a Messenger. They warped the portal, and a Bastion couldn’t change the terrain itself. This terrain favored the attacker and left the dark elves on the backfoot. Nathan had been fairly lucky that the Twins hadn’t done something similarly awful.

      Standing around him, none of his Champions said anything. Even Nurevia was speechless, as she saw her homeland beaten back.

      “Oh wow. I think I know this guy,” Maura said as she landed next to Nathan.

      “He invaded Trafaumh,” Nathan said in response. “I forget his name. But his power was obscene. He gave no warning, then attacked Soreaux, the capital and destroyed it overnight. By the time we defeated him, the entire eastern half of Trafaumh had been overrun by demons.”

      “Wait, Trafaumh?” Seraph hissed. “Wasn’t that one of the last nations to fall?

      “Yes. We had several trigem Champions between everyone when we took him down.” Nathan took a deep breath. “This is bad.”

      “I mean, we’re here,” Laura said.

      “Less talk, more fight,” Astra said.

      She blurred past them and leaped off the throne. Her cape fluttered in the air behind.

      Then the effect was ruined as Astra snapped her arms out. Magic flared from her as she shredded the ranks of the demons below them.

      “Damn it,” Nathan cursed. “Seraph, Narime, Fei, Nurevia, I need you to command the knights. We need to prevent the gateway from being overrun by demons. Ciana, Sen, you’re with me. You two.” He pointed at the Twins. “Protect the gateway.”

      “Whaaaat?” the succubi whined, holding each others’ hands as they pressed themselves against Nathan. No matter how big their tits were, Nathan couldn’t feel them through his breastplate.

      “Don’t play dumb. If the Messenger gets past us, he’ll be through the gateway within seconds. He’s a spatial manipulator.” Nathan pointed at both of them. “Just like the two of you. Keep him out.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You better show us a good time after this,” Maura said, rolling her eyes.

      The Champions split up in response to Nathan’s orders. He drew his sword and ran forward up to the edge of the platform they were on. As he expected, a ramp of pearly bone descended to the volcanic wasteland below.

      In the distance, he saw the entrances to the pathways to the lower level. Demons massed around them. None of them paid attention to the hundreds of beastkin knights clattering down the ramp. Those demons who had noticed the portal closing had been blown apart several minutes ago.

      Nathan saw Astra in a mass of corpses. Her enemies barely had time to turn toward her before she obliterated them. The demon’s bodies slowly disintegrated after they died, but Astra killed them faster than this happened.

      At a glance, Astra’s movement looked absurd. She punched or kicked the air. Her arms swung about wildly. Sometimes she even did flips or spun about.

      But the piles of slowly vaporizing corpses told a different story. Her opals glowed. Every punch blew holes through demons. Her kicks sent heads flying into the void. When she windmilled her arms around, the demons were churned up by an invisible meat grinder. Astra ground down hundreds of the beasts with a brutal ferocity.

      A behemoth lurched in her direction.

      “Sen, fifth rank spell. Use a penetrating version of Ifrit’s lance,” Nathan ordered.

      “Got it,” Sen said. She pointed her hand at the behemoth and a pentagon flared into existence around it.

      Astra didn’t wait for support. She grabbed the behemoth’s horn with her gem ability. With a howl, the behemoth struggled against her. Slowly but surely, Astra pulled it to its knees.

      Then the behemoth lashed out with its claws. At least fifty demons were ground into paste in the process, as the hulking blue beast slammed its house-sized appendages into Astra. The ground shook. Dust and dirt flew up from the ground.

      Ciana gasped, and moved in front of Nathan reflexively. She raised her sword and shield.

      Sen maintained her focus, and the pentagon glowed bright red. “Now?”

      “Wait for a clear shot at its head,” Nathan said.

      Ciana looked at him in shock, then back at the behemoth.

      When their view cleared, Astra stood perfectly still. The points of the behemoth’s claws dug into her, but no farther. All three of her opals glowed.

      In response, the dark elf began to rip the claws out, one-by-one. The behemoth tried to withdraw, but found itself held in place, despite its strength.

      Sen saw her chance. Her spell shot off. A massive lance, easily as large as one of the behemoth’s claws, shot into the monster’s face. It punched through its carapace in one shot. A moment later, lava streamed out from its wound.

      Then the behemoth was dead, and its corpse disintegrated like any other demon.

      “Killing dozens of them will take forever,” Sen said.

      “They’re one of the most powerful greater demons there are,” Nathan said. “I’m glad I used this plan and didn’t let Astra come here alone. We’ve shut off reinforcements by closing the portal. If we had to fight both a Messenger and a neverending tide of behemoths, I don’t know if we could win.”

      Both of his Champions stared at him in shock.

      “It’s true. We don’t win by denying reality,” he said. “I know this Messenger. He’s a mean piece of work.”

      They caught up to Astra, who slowed down her advance to let them catch up. Of course, once they did reach her, she charged toward the next mass of demons.

      The enemies appeared to be unending.

      Nathan conserved his own strength. While he had four binding stones to draw on, he was far enough from his closest one that using them was inefficient. He needed to save his best spells for the Messenger.

      What was his name again? All Nathan remembered was some over-the-top speech about how he was an apostle of doom, or something ridiculous like that. It had been true, given the damage he had done. But Nathan hated to let the Messengers prattle on.

      In the distance, Nathan saw his army cut into the rear of the demons. His other Champions led the attack, and prevented his knights from engaging the most dangerous demons.

      The beastkin knights used magic and enchanted equipment. While they were strong enough to fight ordinary demons, letting them fight heavies or a behemoth would result in a massacre. Even an enhanced or monogem Champion had a huge edge over the knights.

      Blue flames consumed an entire walkway, and Nathan heard Fei’s laughter. The catgirl danced through an entire column of demons by herself. Although she was ignoring his orders to support the knights, Nathan couldn’t deny that she was effective.

      Her flames torched demons at a speed that matched even Astra’s ferocity, and she could take down Behemoth’s with focused effort. The danger was that the smaller demons quickly overran her.

      Which is what was about to happen. Nathan watched as Fei concentrated on melting a behemoth, ignorant to the dozens of demons flanking her.

      “Sen, over there,” he snapped, pointing at Fei.

      Without another word, Sen sent meteors crashing down among the demons. When the catgirl jumped and looked over at them, Sen waved in return.

      Fei had the decency to look embarrassed. She pulled back afterward and supported the knights.

      On another walkway, Seraph and Nurevia joined forces to keep the demons at bay. Seraph’s magical waves made short work of the heavies, as she disintegrated their armor. Her regeneration ability allowed her to keep going against the weaker demons, and her energy waves destroyed equipment.

      The behemoth armor took longer to damage, given it was magic-resistant. But as cracks built up in it, Nurevia peppered the blue giants with glowing explosive crossbow bolts. Her abilities were purely offensive, but allowed her to harm even the behemoths. The heads of heavies vanished if the dark elf so much as looked at them.

      Nathan imagined Nurevia’s cackling as she swept about the battlefield in her hot pants and vest.

      Narime remained behind, by contrast. Her tails flattened dozens of heavies at a time as necessary, turning the beasts into flattened piles of steel on the ground. If a behemoth got close, her gems glowed and she blew holes through their armor. Narime’s gem ability allowed her to ignore protective barriers and wards, making the anti-magic protections of the behemoths useless.

      In Nathan’s old world, Narime had been his secret weapon to slaying behemoths. By combining her gem abilities, she had been able to blow behemoths apart with ease.

      The problem was the sheer exhaustion it caused. Dozens of behemoths waded through the ranks of the demons. If Nathan hadn’t shut the portal, there’d be double or triple this number soon. He suspected most of the dark elf casualties came from the behemoths and the Messenger. Without Astra to tear the blue giants apart one-by-one, their other Champions needed to grind away at the horde of magic-resistant monsters.

      But Nathan had things under control now.

      His armies pushed down the walkways, wiping out the demons as they went. The dark elf towers closest to them cheered as they passed. Nathan saw a monogem Champion slump over a parapet in exhaustion. She waved at Astra, tears streaming down her face.

      “Wow. This is going really well,” Sen said, as she hurled a lance over Astra’s head. “Should I get some practice in as a spellblade?”

      “Don’t practice in real battles,” Nathan said. “And the real thing is about to come. I think he’s noticed us.”

      Nathan finally spotted the Messenger.

      A man walked among the demons in the bottom clearing. Mounds of earth and stone blocked his path. Barriers of light surrounded him. Boulders and fireballs rained down around him, vaporizing demons but leaving him unharmed.

      The man wore a black robe in the same fashion of Narime’s homeland. It had elegant black imagery embroidered along the edges and the baggy sleeves. His slick black hair was streaked with white, and hung freely past his shoulders. In comparison to the demons, his figure was trim. Nathan towered over the man by almost a foot and could probably bench press him without magical assistance.

      The most obvious sign that this man was the Messenger were the wings of bone arching out of his back. They stretched several feet in length, and flexed with each step he took. The Messenger carried a silver blade that had an eerie blue sheen.

      “That him?” Astra said. Her muscles tensed.

      “Do not!” Nathan snapped. He grabbed her shoulder.

      “Enemy,” she said, glaring at him. But she remained still.

      Nathan’s argument fell away as the Messenger looked up at them. For a moment, the eyes of the two men met.

      Bastion and Messenger stared at each other.

      Then the Messenger’s jaw dropped. His face twisted in a mask of open shock and amazement. He pointed at Nathan with his free hand.

      “You!” the Messenger shouted, his voice booming across the entire battlefield.
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      After several awkward seconds, the Messenger recovered his composure. He leveled his sword at Nathan.

      Instinctively, Nathan began casting defensive spatial wards. That silver blade could lop off his head from this distance.

      “Bastion!” the Messenger boomed. “Feel honored, for you are in the presence of the apostle of doom, Thanatos. Now, die.”

      Thanatos twisted his arm, pulled it back, then thrust his sword forward. Nathan felt the space in front of him warp. His chest tightened.

      Then something exploded against his spatial ward. It shattered like a pane of glass, and the glittering shards of magic dissipated within seconds.

      Nathan flew backward from the impact. He rolled end over end. His chest bloomed with pain.

      Somebody snatched him up, then set him down on his feet. He saw Astra in the distance, gesturing toward him with her arms.

      “Nathan!” Ciana screamed.

      She sprinted toward him.

      Thanatos appeared above them, his bone wings fanned out around his body. For a moment, he looked like an undead male vision of Omria.

      Then Nathan remembered that he had killed Thanatos before. Gods didn’t die.

      Then again, neither did Thanatos, apparently.

      Before the Messenger landed, Astra swatted him aside. He tumbled end over end down the walkway. His scream of outrage pierced Nathan’s ears.

      Ciana grabbed Nathan’s arm. She yanked him over her shoulder, trying to support him as her tail swung back and forth wildly.

      “I’m fine,” he grunted out, trying to prevent her from ripping his arm off. “Astra, Sen, we’re pulling back to the others.”

      They sprinted toward the gateway. The Twins waved at him in the distance. Nathan ignored them, instead looking around for Fei and his other Champions.

      The catgirl was closest, it turned out. She pulled her knights back and handed over command to Nurevia and Seraph. Nathan didn’t know what Narime was doing. The fox maintained her position, possibly because the knights still needed support against the behemoths. Many of the demons had turned around.

      Thanatos must have given them orders to attack Nathan’s army.

      “Bastion, you can run, but you cannot flee doom,” Thanatos shouted, his voice echoing around them. “Not this time.”

      “I think he remembers us,” Sen said.

      She quickly cast a spell that coated her sword with a white-hot glow, and sparks shot out from it occasionally. Then she began to cast a fifth rank spell, knowing how long it took to cast it.

      From the walkway, a figure charged at them. Thanatos held his arms at this sides, his sword sheathed and wings fanned out above him. Nathan felt that stance was horrendously inefficient.

      Unfortunately, Thanatos was a Messenger. He moved as fast as Astra. Within seconds, he stood before them. His silver sword gleamed in the air.

      Astra swung at him. This time, the blows slammed into an invisible barrier. Thanatos smirked and held his sword aloft.

      The entire world thrummed with magic. Nathan felt the surge in his bones. His binding stones reacted sympathetically in his head.

      Instinctively, he looked at the gateway in fear.

      It remained in place, but had shrunk significantly. The Twins were nowhere to be seen.

      “Strange,” Thanatos said, his voice normal suddenly. “That should have worked. Why can’t I reopen the portal?”

      “You can do that?” Nathan asked.

      “I am the apostle of doom. I am inevitable. Your struggle only forestalls me.” Thanatos maintained his pose, with his sword pointed to the sky. “Even without the portal, I will crush you and undo the shame of losing to you before. Not that you remember.”

      Oh, Nathan remembered. No wonder he had forgotten so much about this obnoxious bastard. Nathan had repressed these memories.

      Thanatos was incorrigible.

      Were all Messengers this annoying? Nathan remembered a couple being normal warriors.

      “Well then, back to the show,” Thanatos said, his voice returning to his usual deafening volume.

      Magic swelled around the Messenger. The blue sheen of his sword consumed it, then erupted into flames. Soon, the entire man was a vortex of fire.

      “Sen, Fei, I need you to support me,” he snapped.

      Narime would have been useful as well—she had countered this in his old world. But the bulk of the demonic army continued to target them. The pressure had lessened on the dark elves, but they weren’t helping Nathan. What was the dark elf Bastion doing?

      Sen snapped off her fifth rank spell that she had prepared earlier. Fei’s flames erupted toward Thanatos. Nathan planted his sword in the ground, then cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. Astra and Ciana stood next to him, both of them gripping his sides.

      With a sweep of his sword, Thanatos sent his flames hurtling toward them. The vortex transformed into a solid wall of fire.

      The moment it struck Sen’s spell, it consumed it. She squealed in shock. Nathan’s spell was eaten in the same instant, and he cursed. Immediately, he reached for the binding stones in a panic. This spell had been countered by Narime.

      Then Fei’s flames met Thanatos’s. Both flames held the same shade of blue. They curled around each other in the air and seemed to dance around one another.

      Thanatos stared at the dancing flames, confused. Then he snapped his sword back, and his vanished. Fei did the same.

      “What sorcery is this?” the Messenger said, staring at the catgirl. “Why do you have sapphires? Aren’t you a swordswoman? I remember you cutting my arm off, not using my all-consuming flame.”

      Nathan didn’t waste time listening to his confusion. Instead, he used the binding stone power he had drawn upon to prepare his own spatial spell.

      Astra got the point. She leaped at Thanatos, her arms blurring. His barrier snapped up, protecting him.

      She kept at it, running right for him. Fei joined her, her flames surging at the Messenger. Crossbow bolts slammed into his side a moment later, as Nurevia provided long-range support.

      “Enough of this,” Thanatos boomed.

      He blinked forward, disappearing and reappearing in an instant. Fei screamed, but the breath was knocked out of her as he slapped her away.

      She went flying. Right over the void surrounding the battlefield.

      “Fei!” Nathan roared.

      Before he moved, Astra snatched the catgirl from the air and hurled her back.

      Thanatos blinked again. But his attack slammed into Astra ineffectually.

      He froze. “Oh. It’s you. Why are you still alive?”

      Astra responded by compressing his face with her fist.

      Thanatos stepped backward and slashed with his sword. Space ruptured.

      Impossibly, Astra’s clothes tore open. She looked down and patted her skin. A thin line had appeared over her stomach. The skin hadn’t torn, but Nathan saw the impression of a cut on her skin. Even after several seconds, her body and clothes didn’t repair themselves.

      “Damn. I thought that would work,” the Messenger grunted, his voice normal. “No, seriously. You’re usually dead by now. I’ve fought you literally once.”

      The next second, Sen’s lance soared toward him. His wings snapped shut. The lance dug deep into them. Lava burst out from it, and Thanatos screamed. He blinked again.

      This time, Nathan was ready. When Thanatos reappeared, Nathan’s sword was there.

      Again, the Messenger blurred, but only to spin around and block Nathan’s attack. Both of them unleashed spatial spells at once.

      In an instant, both swords ceased to exist above their hilts. The blades simply vanished.

      Thanatos let out an inhuman scream and slapped Nathan away. The blow hurt, but he felt his connection to Ciana soften the impact. A barrier of light sprung up in existence between the Messenger and Sen, as Ciana activated her gem.

      “Enough. I’ve had enough!” Thanatos screamed. “I’ve had that sword for… I don’t know how long. Forever! I’m killing you all now.”

      Nathan felt the entire portal shudder. The ground rumbled. The sky changed color, transforming from a hazy red to bright gold. The magic around Nathan became stifling. The closest comparison was when the Twins had channeled the cascade through him.

      Sen and the other Champions collapsed, struggling to breathe. Only Astra remained standing, but she couldn’t move. Her opals shined brightly. For whatever reason, she had been frozen in place.

      “Hey, no breaking the rules!” a familiar voice screamed.

      Maura crashed into Thanatos foot-first like a comet. The moment she hit him, the world returned to normal.

      Thanatos tumbled across the ground, cursing as he went.

      The succubus rushed over to Nathan and pulled him to his feet. “Quick question: do you hear any voices in your head?”

      “Does yours count?” he asked, still feeling groggy.

      “Save the sweet talk for later,” Maura said, but she pecked him on the cheek. “Stopped him in time, at least. I knew this guy was an ass, but if he nukes a portal he’ll fuck everything.”

      “What happened to the gateway?” Nathan croaked out. He nearly toppled over.

      Maura propped him up by sliding her arm around him. “Laura’s taking care of it. We’ve got your binding stone, big boy. Don’t worry about this asshole.”

      Around Nathan, his Champions rose to their feet. Astra pressed a hand to her opals, visibly shaking.

      “Astra, you’re fine,” he called out.

      “I…” she looked up at him. “Nathan…”

      Then she spoke in absolute gibberish. He vaguely recognized the words as something in dark elvish, but the structure and words sounded archaic. Nathan barely understood modern dark elf, let alone the ancient versions.

      “Uh, what?” Sen said. “Ifrit understood that, but I didn’t. Something about seeing the past?”

      Astra looked at Sen, her head snapping around fast enough to make Nathan worry about her health.

      A moment later, the dark elf spoke normally, “Fine. I’m fine.”

      Ciana rushed up to Nathan and pressed against his side, glaring at the succubus.

      “Now isn’t the time,” he growled, shaking both women off. “Thanatos isn’t dead.”

      “Don’t call him that,” Maura groaned. “I think his name is Tarou or something?”

      “It is not!” Thanatos roared as he appeared in front of them.

      “Yamada?” the succubus suggested.

      “Why do you do this to me?”

      Thanatos summoned his blue flames again. Without Fei to handle them, Nathan drew on his binding stone power. Maura simply raised an eyebrow.

      A moment later, the flames fizzled out and died.

      “Oh, I didn’t even do anything that time,” Maura said.

      Narime and Nurevia approached them. The fox’s gems glowed, a sign that she had dispelled Thanatos’s spell.

      “The fox is here?” Thanatos said. He looked between Fei, Narime, and then at Nathan. “This almost is a rematch. Save for you.” He curled a finger at Maura. “Do not interfere in my business. I will not disrupt our master’s business again. Now begone.”

      Before Maura said anything more, Nathan seized the opportunity to ask something, “You seem confused by all of this. Why do you think Astra should be dead?”

      “And now the Bastion is talking to me? Last time you spent all your time distraught over all the people I slew.” Thanatos laughed. “Whatever. None of this makes sense. I’ve invaded thousands of worlds. Even more if I include all the ones I don’t remember. I am an apostle of doom. When I invade, this world is on its last legs. The legends have fallen, and everyone is desperate. But these dark elves barely know how to fight back. It’s as though I’m the first Messenger they’ve seen in their lifetimes.”

      “You are, dumbass,” Maura spat.

      “How would you…” he trailed as he noticed the arm she had looped around Nathan. “What.”

      “Oh. Meet my new master. His cock is huge. Totally ruins me every night,” Maura said, flapping a hand in the air. “So, like, fuck off now. You’re not needed here.”

      For several long seconds, Thanatos simply stared at the succubus. Nathan wondered if his mind had broken down from Maura’s words. He appeared to be struggling with something.

      “So, you’re a prize now?” Thanatos said, his voice oddly hollow. “Then I guess I’ll kill all of them and claim you and your sister. It’s only fitting.”

      Then he flexed his bone wings and blinked in front of Nathan, arm outstretched and ready to strike.
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      A wall of light appeared between Nathan and Thanatos’s hand. The Messenger crashed into it, and it cracked.

      Maura threw Nathan backward. One of her arms shrouded with darkness and she slashed at her enemy.

      A barrier shimmered around Thanatos, clinging to his body. Maura’s attack went right through him. Instead, it vaporized a two-hundred-foot stretch of ground below him. The void glowed beneath him.

      His wings snapped out and Thanatos shot into the air. He began to tilt to the side, as one half of his wings sagged.

      Astra’s opals glowed as she mimed pulling a rope, as if she were reeling Thanatos in like a fish. The Messenger growled. He tried to break free, swing his arm through the air several times. A scream escaped him as Astra ripped out one of the bones in his back, and gore sprayed everywhere. He continued flying away, however.

      “His sword,” Nathan said. “He relied on it for spatial attacks.”

      “Yeah, he’s more of a magic guy,” Maura said. “Fucks with the raw fabric of stuff. He can create things that replicate other tricks, but his actual ascended magic is limited to actually manipulating magic itself.”

      “How does he teleport?” Nathan asked.

      “The robe, I think. I think he uses a tattoo or something to protect himself from mental magic.” Maura swung her arms at Thanatos, but his barrier shrugged off her attack. “Guess the robe protects him from spatial attacks, too? Fuck, I dunno. How does the dumb goat work this shit out?”

      To one side, Sen attempted to cast a sixth rank spell. Thanatos spotted her and blinked in front of her.

      When he swung at her, she deflected the blow with her blade. It glowed white hot from her enchantment spell.

      The moment her blade touched his arm, Thanatos recoiled. He blinked away, but his flicker was disrupted. Flames and crossbow bolts followed the Messenger. Sen stumbled during her swing, trying to recover her footing after her target vanished.

      The arm of Thanatos’s robe fluttered to the ground beside her. His barrier shattered in the air around him after being broken by Sen’s spell.

      “Let’s try that again,” Nathan said. “Everyone—”

      His attempt to call attention to Thanatos’s clothing was interrupted by a surge of power. Every gem ability and spell was snuffed out in an instant. Fei’s flames vanished and Nurevia’s bolts lost their glow. Even Astra lost her long-distance attacks, her opals sputtering uselessly.

      Thanatos immediately pressed his advantage. He blinked in front of Astra, his arms wreathed in flames.

      “All immortals must accept the inevitable!” he boomed, as he consumed the dark elf in fire.

      A second later, Astra stepped out from the fire and clocked him in the face. Her opals glowed. Thanatos stumbled backward, cursing loudly. The blow couldn’t have been strong, however.

      He grabbed Astra’s arms and threw her into the dirt. “So weak.”

      Nathan reached for his magic, only to find it impossibly difficult. To his magical senses, the world appeared to be smothered in magic. He choked in the stuff, and focusing his spells became impossible.

      Even Maura struggled, as the darkness over her arms appeared to be thinner than usual. She still had access to some of her magic, it seemed, just less. She bit her lip and moved in front of Nathan. Beside him, Ciana stared in shock. She touched her gem.

      Nathan saw the other Champions do the same. He still felt the link to them, but had they lost it? Or were they confused by the loss of their gem abilities?

      A lance slammed into Thanatos’s back and he roared. Once again, lava spewed all over him, but he quickly consumed them with blue flames. Without his barrier, he was in genuine danger.

      Thanatos breathed heavily, glaring at Sen. Parts of his robe were badly burned, and he looked hurt.

      Nathan stared at Sen, who prepared another spell. She was the only person here still capable of using magic.

      Then he realized what was going on. Everyone else relied on the binding stone or used ascended magic. Only Sen used the natural elements. Thanatos hadn’t blocked all magic—he had countered ascended magic.

      It occurred to Nathan that Sen wasn’t the only person still capable of using magic.

      He stopped trying to use his binding stones, and instead drew on his normal magic reserves.

      Then he stepped past Maura, pointed his sword at Thanatos and cast one of his favorite wind spells.

      A scything blast of wind slammed into the Messenger. Thanatos laughed in response.

      “Is that your best? Without ascended magic, this is all you can muster?” Thanatos boomed. He flexed his bare muscles.

      Then the Messenger stared at his bare skin, as the ribbons of his robe fluttered to the ground.

      “Yeah, I think I’m happier with you, Nathan,” Maura said, sneering at Thanatos’s naked body.

      She raised her arms and made a severing motion across his body. A second later, Thanatos collapsed into three pieces.

      Silence fell over the battlefield. Over the coming seconds, almost everyone collapsed. Ciana wrapped her arms around Nathan and pressed her face into his chest. Her horn scraped against his breastplate, so he gently shifted her head to a more comfortable position.

      “Could you or Laura have done that to me?” he asked Maura.

      “When we attacked? Totally. I tried it on that old bastard. He had something in his armor that prevented me from cutting him in half, and I triggered some sort of trap that nearly fried me. Nasty stuff.” The succubus grimaced. “But Laura could have killed you whenever she wanted, it sounds like. She just got too horny. Can’t blame her, really.”

      Nathan raised his head and looked at the red sky above him.

      So, he had beaten the Twins because Laura never took him seriously. He had known that. His entire last ditch plan had relied on Laura not ripping him apart when he kept her busy. And he had seen her obliterate a huge slice of the wall and everyone inside it. He didn’t like thinking about that, because she had killed a lot of people in the process.

      But outright seeing the truth hurt. He could win now, he felt. His spatial wards had improved.

      “I’m going to make some better armor when we get back. Start putting wards into it,” Nathan said.

      “Yeah, that’s smart.” Maura patted him on the back. “Think about body modification while you’re at it. We can teach you. Laura’s better at it than I am. Probably the only thing she’s good at.”

      They stood there for almost a minute.

      Suddenly, Nathan remembered where they were. “Fuck, the demons.”

      “Nathan!” Narime reached him.

      “Narime, the invasion—”

      “It’s gone,” she said. “When the whole portal shook and I collapsed, they all vanished. Are you alright? I missed a lot of that.”

      “He’s great,” Maura said.

      The fox glared at her.

      “I’m fine. Really,” Nathan said. He patted Narime on the head. “Thanks for dealing with the demons.”

      “I don’t think they mattered much. What happened? It felt like the portal was about to collapse?” Narime asked.

      “It nearly did,” Maura said. “Crazy asshole tried to fuck up everything. If he’d taken down the whole portal, the boss would have intervened himself. Nobody wants that.”

      Nathan stared. “Why?”

      “Err, ask the dumb goat.” Maura scratched her head. “I only felt the consequences once. These things are the boss’s tendrils. He uses them to, like, mess with your world given he can’t enter it. If they go pop, they’ll overflow into the world. Stuff goes wrong, and that means your goddess goes nuts. The one time it happened while I was around, the boss just yanked us all out. Blew his fucking top.”

      “Doesn’t he want to interfere with the world?” Nathan asked, confused.

      “He can’t do it directly. We need to infiltrate. Crawl in, and convince dumbasses to ruin everything for us. That’s his whole schtick. He convinces the world to destroy itself for him, then eats it. Mister Inevitable over there would have been a three course meal, instead of a three piece trophy.” Maura gestured to where Thanatos’s corpse had been, as it had disintegrated.

      Despite how pressing the rest of the war felt, he needed to know the answer to his next question.

      “Why did he remember everything? Thanatos, that is,” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t know that,” Maura whined. “We never truly die. Kadria says stuff about infinite infinities and crap. I don’t get that. All I know is that if I die, I still remember what happened beforehand. It just feels like I get compressed together sometimes. There are times I remember multiple versions of the same world.”

      Narime’s tails lowered as she tried to make sense of the conversation she listened to. Nathan waved her to put up with this, but he suspected he had some explaining to do later.

      “So, Thanatos might not have been the same one, but a version that inherited the memories?” Nathan asked.

      “Stop asking difficult questions. Don’t you have things to do? Once you finish up here, I can help you conquer the world or something. That’s what we’re here for, right? You want to rule over everything, and we’re going to help you pull it off.” Maura stared at him.

      “I’ll get back to you on that.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      Nathan walked away from the succubus and toward one of the walkways. Narime joined him, and so did Seraph.

      For some reason, Astra stood at the edge, staring at the bottom clearing with an expression of confusion.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked Astra.

      “They’re gone,” she said.

      He almost asked who, but one look confirmed who she was talking about.

      Almost all of the dark elf defenders had vanished. Most of the towers remained occupied, but the defenders at the far entrance had left. Nathan didn’t see any Champions or elite spellblades.

      He looked again, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him.

      A pit formed in his stomach. Something was very wrong in the Spires.

      Inside his armor, he felt the warmth of Alice’s mirror as it glowed against his chest.
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      Nathan withdrew the mirror and activated it. Alice’s face appeared. She looked harried, but well.

      “Don’t scare me like that,” she said, relief erupting on her face. “You took so long to answer that I…” She coughed.

      “If you’re assuming the worst, that’s not good,” he said. “How’s Aleich?”

      “Holding up. There’s… No, we’ll talk about that later. I’m fine. Anna’s fine. It’s you that I’m worried about, Nathan. What happened at the Spires? I still can’t reach anyone on the wireless. Grandpa says that Councillor Veleria isn’t responding to her mirror. Castle Forselburg has been reporting insane leyline readings.”

      Nathan let out an explosive breath. That had been a lot to take in.

      At least he had confirmed that whatever Thanatos had done was detectable by his devices. That might be useful in the future.

      “We’ve defeated the Messenger. The problem is that the dark elf defenders have vanished,” Nathan said, staring at Astra.

      She stared back at him.

      Alice didn’t respond.

      “I think this is a second coup,” Nathan said.

      Astra leaped over the cliff, her cape fluttering behind her. Narime shouted after her, while Nathan merely shut his eyes.

      “This doesn’t seem like a coincidence,” Alice said. “But how can our enemies time an attack by a Messenger?”

      “They can’t, but someone else can,” Nathan said.

      Looking back at Maura, he faced up to reality.

      Whatever might be going on with Falmir and everyone else, Nathan had ascended to a level of power that his true opponents weren’t the mortal rulers of this world. Falmir’s king, the Spires’ Council, Torneus, and everyone else were pawns in a huge game.

      The players were Omria and this chaotic monster that controlled the Messengers. The more Nathan meddled with their plans, the more they fought back against him.

      The time for secrets had passed. If he hadn’t made the deal with Maura and Laura, would Nathan be staring down another apocalypse?

      If he went back in time, to when he stood in Gharrick Pass and decided whether to defend the Spires or focus on the civil war, was there an alternate Nathan who didn’t come here? Or one who came the long way? What happened to them?

      He realized he didn’t want to know. That he didn’t need to know.

      But the thought chilled him nonetheless. He had grazed oblivion for the second time. This time, he had averted it through his own decisions, rather than the generosity of a Messenger who felt he might be useful to her.

      “I need to go, Alice. Stay safe. At all costs,” he said. He moved to switch the mirror off.

      “Wait!” she called.

      He froze.

      “Whatever you do, Nathan, keep the dark elf Bastions alive,” she said. “Their Champions are the only people defending the Houkeem Desert. Everyone else has abandoned it to fight in the war. If we lose them, we lose everything.”

      “Right.” He nodded. “Thanks for the reminder, Alice.”

      She smiled at him. “Of course. I love you, Nathan. Stay safe, and I’ll see you soon.”

      He blinked, unsure if he had heard her correctly.

      Then the mirror deactivated and her face vanished.

      When he looked up, Narime stared at him in disbelief.

      “Have you really not realized that she wants you?” she asked him, her tails ready to hit him at a moment’s notice.

      “I knew she was interested in me, but not to that degree,” he said defensively.

      She hit him anyway.

      “First Anna, now Alice. You have a real blind spot for nobility,” Narime said. Then she narrowed her eyes. “No, you have a blind spot for anyone you never met in your old world. Is that why you aren’t sleeping with Seraph.”

      “The Spires—”

      “Can wait a minute. Seraph has waited over a year now. I thought I was loyal, but she’s something else, Nathan. Don’t take her for granted.” Narime’s voice had an edge to it.

      He raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll talk to her when this is over.”

      “Do a lot more than talk to her,” Narime said.

      The knights appeared to be exhausted from the earlier battle. As he didn’t know the state of the Spires, Nathan was hesitant to send his army out. He needed someone to remain in command.

      “I’ll do it,” Seraph offered. “If we need to move into the city, my gem ability will be the most useful to support the knights. The rest of you will burn the whole place down.”

      Sen and Fei looked down, twisting guiltily.

      “Thank you,” Nathan said.

      He turned to the Twins, who were sitting cross-legged on the ground and eating what looked like noodles. They attracted a lot of attention in the process, and not just because they were Messengers.

      “I need you both to stay here and reinforce the gateway,” he ordered them.

      “Seriously? You realize our…” Maura trailed off as she tapped her head. “Special techniques might be useful dealing with this nonsense, right?”

      “I’m not doing things your way. I’m doing them my way. Stay here and keep the gateway open. We might need it in a hurry,” he ordered.

      “Yeah, sure.” They shrugged at him and returned to their food.

      As Nathan and his Champions left the portal, none of the dark elves stopped them or even approached them. The few they saw stared at them from a distance. Astra was long gone, he realized.

      But he knew where she had gone. The Jormun Spire.

      Once outside, they found themselves inside a reinforced cavern. This, too, was empty. Nathan knew that the binding stone was nearby, but he ignored it. Like Alice had said, the dark elf Champions were vital to the defense of Doumahr.

      The cavern exited onto a huge platform that overlooked the Spires. They stood on the side of the Gharrick Mountains, north of Forselle Valley. The many sandstone towers that made up the city rose up to the clouds in front of them. Below them was the city sprawl.

      Nathan saw soldiers openly battling each other down there. Fires raged. Magic flew around.

      “We need to avoid that,” he said. “Narime, teleport us to the Jormun Spire.”

      Given the distance, it only took her one trip to take the six of them: Nathan, Narime, Fei, Nurevia, Sen, and Ciana.

      The moment they appeared in the lobby, Nathan knew something was wrong. Screams and shouts echoed off the walls. Heat washed over his skin.

      A huge fire roared on one side of the lobby. Nobody tried to put it out.

      The doors had been blown apart and their remains littered the room. Outside, hundreds of dark elves fought each other.

      “This is absolute chaos,” Nathan said, staring at what was happening.

      Nurevia’s face was as pale as a ghost. Her limbs shook as she saw open revolt in her homeland. Nathan tugged her arm, and she followed along.

      A few guards noticed them, but seemed too shocked to do anything. Or perhaps they were terrified of fighting three duogem Champions.

      Whatever the case, they made a beeline for the elevators. Surprisingly, they still worked.

      Unfortunately, Nathan lacked the key to go to the council floors. He slammed the lever as high as he could.

      Then they waited. None of them said anything as they rose. The echo of battle and slaughter entered the open elevator shaft. As they passed each floor, they heard a snippet of the madness taking place there.

      When they reached the top, they found Astra.

      She stood in a corridor, surrounded by corpses. As always, she remained pristine. Untouched by the blood around her. Her ability to kill from a distance meant no one got close to her.

      Nathan saw two monogem Champions among the dead. The rest looked like soldiers, including several spellblades. None of them were a threat to Astra.

      But the fact they had attacked her spoke volumes.

      “Astra, do you know what’s happened?” he asked her, ignoring the scene of devastation.

      “Council chamber. Lockdown,” she said. Her eyes bore into Nathan. “Too late.”

      Nathan suddenly realized what was wrong about meeting Astra on this level. She had a key to the upper levels. If she was here, that meant she couldn’t reach those levels using the elevator.

      “Lockdown?” he asked.

      Astra didn’t answer.

      Nurevia did. “It’s standard procedure if the Spires are threatened. Upper levels of the Spire are shut out. Elevators won’t access them. The council chamber has an extra shield as well, given how important they are. The idea is that they can survive even an attack by Champions in there, until help arrives.”

      Nathan shut his eyes. That pit in his stomach grew larger.

      “Let’s hope that’s true,” he said. “And that the only reason they’re in lockdown is to protect the Council.”

      The others stared at him. Astra didn’t. Her expression suggested that she suspected the same thing he did.

      A true coup attempt could strike fast enough to get inside the council chamber. The lockdown might protect the perpetrator, not the Council.

      Or, in fact, the perpetrator might be on the Council. Too many things could go wrong right now.

      They found the stairs to the upper level. These were locked down as well on this level, but Fei made short work of the magical protection and then Astra ripped the steel doors apart.

      The next level contained dozens more guards. They ignored them. Nathan urged Astra on.

      Dark elves chased them higher, flinging spells after them on the stairs. The strange wards of the Spires increased in power as they rose.

      “Why can’t we teleport again?” Sen gasped out as she deflected a spell.

      “The wards will interfere. For all we know, they might send us a mile into the air. Then we plummet to our deaths,” Narime said.

      “That might not be that bad,” Sen said.

      Nathan rolled his eyes and hoisted her onto his back. Unlike the Champions, she didn’t have enhancements, so she felt the fatigue of a battle plus running up flight after flight of stairs.

      The other women glared at Sen in jealousy.

      “Don’t any of you dare slow down,” Nathan warned, recognizing the expression on Fei’s face.

      When they reached the uppermost floors, the stairwell stopped. There were even more guards here.

      Astra swept them aside, sending bodies flying everywhere.

      Then she pointed across the room, at a spiral staircase on the far side of a marble hall. “There. Stairs to chamber.”

      Nathan had only used the lift before. Of course Astra knew how to navigate the Spires normally.

      They ran forward through the open hall.

      Suddenly, Ciana stopped. She turned and faced where they had come from.

      “Go!” she shouted.

      Nathan and the others stopped dead, staring at her. He gestured for them to continue. Time was of the essence. He could deal with his beloved horsegirl.

      Dozens of dark elf soldiers poured into the hall. More surged through the stairwell they had come through. There appeared to be no end of them. Their screams and shouts blended together as they roared toward Nathan and Ciana.

      Behind him, Fei and the others ascended the staircase.

      “Ciana, we need to—” Nathan tried to say.

      She cut him off by activating her gem ability. Her diamonds flared with light and a glimmering barrier of silver light bloomed into existence across the hall. Fireballs and crossbow bolts bounced off it. The dark elves slammed into it, flailing against it.

      Nathan felt the power pouring out of her as she maintained the barrier. Her gem couldn’t maintain this for too long.

      “Nathan, trust me. I’m your Champion. I am your shield. That means I’ll protect your heart as well. If it hurts you to kill them, then I’ll keep them from you.” She gave him a bright smile. “I’ll hold them back. Go.”

      He stared at her.

      For a moment, he wanted to yell at her. Tell her how stupid it was to do this.

      He saw the resolve in her eyes. He remembered her face when she lay in the rubble, unmoving, her diamonds shattered, and her body twisted and ruined.

      “No,” he snapped.

      “Nathan—”

      “Ciana, there is nothing I won’t do to keep you safe and with me. All of them?” Nathan raised his arm and it glowed with magic.

      Some of the dark elves realized what was about to happen. They tried to flee.

      He blew them away with a bone-shattering blast of wind. Most of the traitorous guards survived, but dozens died. More were brutally injured. Limbs pointed the wrong way, and blood oozed out on the marble floor.

      Ciana’s expression turned distraught. Tears welled up in her eyes.

      He gripped her shoulders. “I lost you once. I can handle doing awful things. If it means I never see you like that again, it doesn’t matter. Never try to sacrifice yourself for me. Please.”

      She nodded, then slammed into him with a rib-crushing hug.

      After what felt like an eternity, they separated. Her barrier vanished and they rejoined the others. Their pursuers didn’t follow.

      Despite sending the others ahead, it didn’t matter. A steel cocoon surrounded the council chamber. It crackled with unfamiliar wards.

      “I can’t penetrate this,” Narime said.

      Fei also shook her head. She had likely tried earlier. He saw broken crossbow bolts and daggers on the floor. Nurevia’s efforts. The ground looked charred as well.

      Astra glared at the black steel wall that barred them from going farther.

      “Let me try,” Nathan said.

      He drew on his binding stones and cast a high rank spatial spell. With a swing of his arm, he removed a huge chunk of steel as though it wasn’t there.

      “That’s the Twins’ technique, isn’t it?” Narime said.

      “A poor mimicry,” he corrected. “Laura vaporized a wall like she was cutting open a cake. I’ll need to do this twice more before we can go through. Astra, get out of there. You can’t fit.”

      The dark elf glared at him as she tried to fit through.

      “I might be able to,” Sen offered. “My tits won’t get in the way.”

      The other Champions gave her looks of pity, other than Ciana, who commiserated.

      Nathan ignored them and carved the cocoon open. Astra kept herself in check until he was done.

      The moment afterward however, she bounded through. He ran after her.

      An awfully familiar voice echoed off the walls as they ascended the ramp to the central chamber. No guards tried to stop them. There were no Champions in here. Bodies had been piled up in a corner. Nathan recognized most of them as the spellblades who protected the Council.

      Nathan and Astra stepped out into the open chamber.

      A sense of déjà vu struck him. The five councillors sat in their chairs, with soldiers next to them. In the center of the chamber was the traitor responsible.

      This time, however, Astra swept her arm at the soldiers first. Each of them held blades against the throats of the councillors. Her opals glowed as she killed all five of them with a single swing of her arms.

      “Nathan! How?” the man in the center shouted in shock.

      Astra raised her hands to kill him, just as she had her Bastion months earlier.

      “Astra, stop!” Nathan yelled.

      She did so, but the look of fury on her face didn’t fade. Only her trust in Nathan stayed her hand.

      “Sureev, what the hell are you doing?” Nathan asked the man standing in the center of the council chamber.
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      Nathan had been open to several possibilities regarding the traitor in the Spires.

      One of the councilors was an obvious choice. If they started a coup and eliminated the other councilors, they could claim to be on whichever side had popular support. A very savvy political move that suited the dark elves.

      The Bastions also came to mind. They had the power and influence over the military to seize total control. After the failure of the previous attempt, they would have learned enough to know how to succeed this time.

      Or maybe an agent of Falmir like Gareth. Or even Fyre, given Nathan’s suspicions of her.

      Nathan wouldn’t have even batted an eye if Torneus had been behind it all.

      But Ambassador Sureev in his ash suit, carrying a small magic stone? He didn’t even have a weapon. All he had were honeyed words and the fact that Nathan had overlooked him.

      “What am I doing?” Sureev repeated. “I’m taking back the Spires for my people. That’s what I’m doing.”

      “Kill him!” Veleria shouted. “He wants to kill us all, and take us with him.”

      “Not anymore,” the ambassador declared coldly.

      He turned back to Nathan and spread his arms out. Nathan didn’t respond, his expression stony.

      “You understand, don’t you? Didn’t you tell me not to blindly accept the order of things? That if you didn’t stand up to those who bully others with their power, that you would never be able to stand up at all?” Sureev said.

      Nathan’s stomach churned. He remembered that conversation back in the elevator when he had first arrived in the Spires.

      At the time, he had thought nothing on it. Nathan had been wrapped up in his own inner turmoil.

      Surely, he couldn’t have caused this?

      “You’ve been working on this for a long time,” Nathan said, avoiding Sureev’s questions. “What about the cascade? Were you behind it the entire time?”

      Some of the councillors gasped. They had straightened up by now, but were wounded. Dmitri pressed his hands to his side. Nathan didn’t see blood, and supposed that the rebels had roughed him up a little.

      “No.” Sureev shook his head. “I’m here to stop all this madness. You’ve seen the web of lies and deceit that the councillors and Bastions weave. They are supposed to run my homeland, and instead they treat us like a bargaining chip in their own plots and games.”

      “Then who?” Nathan said. “Because you looking awful suspicious right now.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Really?” Nathan could hardly believe the man in front of him.

      “You’re almost certainly right about Falmir being behind it, Nathan” Sureev said. “The Bastions were working with them. So are these traitors.” He gestured to the councillors. “They play all sides, picking and choosing who they support and what beliefs they care about. Heresy is meaningless to them. Do you know how easy it was to turn the Bastions on the Council? On our legend? If they were deserving of respect, things would never have come to this.”

      “So it’s everyone else’s fault that you did this,” Dmitri spat with a laugh. “You told us about the coup that was planned, but you were the one planning it with the Bastions. What, did you tell them that we were going to dismiss them? Take responsibility for your lies, you ass.”

      “I am.” Sureev raised the stone in his hand.

      Astra’s opals glowed. Nathan raised his hand and she stopped, but her teeth gritted.

      “Nathan, it was only after you brought up our last resort that I saw the way out,” Sureev said, facing him again. “A way to reset everything. Remove the distant councillors that lie and mislead us. Get rid of egotistical Bastions who think they deserve everything in life because they do a shit job at protecting us. Return my people to a time when we didn’t fear an angry Champion killing us at random.”

      That pit in Nathan’s stomach opened again as he stared at Sureev’s hand.

      “You have no idea what you’re trying to do,” Nathan said.

      “Without these Spires, we can start again. Fresh.” Sureev focused magic into the rock, but it did nothing.

      “It’s encrypted, you moron. Kill him, before he finds a way around it,” Veleria snapped.

      Nathan realized what the lockdown was about and why the councillors were still alive

      Sureev needed them to blow everyone to pieces.

      “Do you have any idea how many people will die if you activate that?” Nathan said.

      “These towers don’t matter—”

      “Millions! The explosion will vaporize the entire city, and half the valley.” Nathan’s voice echoed in his ears as it bounced off the sandstone walls.

      “You don’t know that,” Sureev said coldly. “I thought you’d understand. Aren’t you doing the same thing in the Empire? You’re taming that rebellious princess. Before you came, she only played the role. A tomboy princess that people pretended to smile at, aware that she would one day grow up, marry a decent man, and settle down. Now she’s the perfect image of a future empress. Because of you.”

      Is that how it appeared to others? Nathan pushed away the thought.

      Sureev was trying to get under his skin.

      “Nathan, there’s another path,” the ambassador continued. “Help me. You have the power and the Champions. Unlike the pathetic Bastions here, you keep your Champions in check. Even our legend bows before you. Remove the council, our Bastions, and I can work with you and the Empire. I promise you that, Nathan.”

      How many times had Sureev said Nathan’s name? A part of Nathan’s mind realized this was a technique to appear more familiar to him. He barely knew Sureev. The ambassador had been affable and friendly.

      But that was all.

      This was all a trick. Sureev had manipulated all the levers behind the scenes. Nathan had simply overlooked him.

      And if it wasn’t a trick, it didn’t matter.

      Nathan had a world to save. He couldn’t fix the political and social problems of every nation on Doumahr. And especially not at the cost of leaving one vulnerable to attack by Messengers.

      “How will you stop the invasions?” Nathan asked.

      “There can always be more Bastions and Champions to recruit. They can be kept in check this time. And didn’t you save us this time, anyway?” Sureev scoffed. “The Spires are a shadow of their former glory.”

      Nathan sighed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “No, Sureev. There aren’t always more Bastions and Champions. Trust me on that one.” Nathan waved his hand in Astra’s direction. “Astra.”

      Sureev’s face twisted in rage. He screamed as his hand was crushed, and the magic detonator clattered to the floor.

      Then, before the ambassador could say another word, Astra hurled him over the edge of tower. The wind swallowed his scream.

      “Waste of time,” Astra said, staring at Nathan.

      “No, it wasn’t.” He looked up at the councillors, who looked back at him with pale faces. “I’m not here to change nations. I only care about preventing Doumahr from being overrun by a demonic horde. But that nearly happened today. I can’t do your jobs for you, but I’d suggest that you think about why Sureev was here and how to stop it from happening again.”

      “We didn’t get to be councillors by refusing to look at reality,” Veleria said. “Thank you, Lord Nathan. For saving the Spires. But there’s more to be done. Can you please help us?”

      Five noble dark elves stared down at him, asking for help from a human. A decade ago, Nathan would have found the image amusing.

      Today, he didn’t care.

      “The Empire is in the grips of civil war,” he said. “There isn’t time to spare helping other nations.” He paused as the Council grimaced as one. “But consider this a personal favor. There will always be more demons and I need you to put your house in order. I’ll stay for a day or two to quell the worst of it. You’ll need to pick up the pieces.”

      With those words, Nathan turned around and swept out of the chamber. His other Champions stood behind him, watching from the entrance. They stepped aside to let him through.

      This time, Astra followed him without hesitation.

      Nathan spent the rest of the day and the next morning in the Spires. Seraph and his knights put down some of the largest cells of violence. In preparation for the civil war, they had been training for urban warfare, and dominated the dark elf soldiers easily. Despite his orders, the Twins slipped out and caused havoc at some point. Nathan hoped their appearance was chalked up to rumors and hearsay.

      His knights were trained to fight demons and did so exceptionally well. Most of the dark elves struggled to even graze his knights in return.

      The dark elf Bastions surrendered by the end of the first night, along with their Champions. Given the situation, Nathan doubted they would face serious repercussions. Sureev was the fall guy in this situation.

      Literally.

      By midday of the day after the invasion, Nathan’s work was done. The rest needed to be handled by the dark elves. Nathan couldn’t rebuild a broken home, especially one he didn’t plan to live in.

      Alice had told him that things were fine. He suspected something more was happening, but she simply said to worry about himself.

      Before returning, Nathan rested in one of the large break rooms in a tower. Narime settled in next to him, her tails curling around him. More than a few women stared at him as they passed. The fox shooed them away with a glare.

      “You’ve been down ever since finding out Sureev was behind this. Did you actually like him?” Narime asked him.

      She played with her tea. Most of the supplies were thin and weak. This close to winter, the Spires needed to preserve food. Nathan didn’t know how bad the situation was due to the coup attempt. He hoped there wouldn’t be a need to provide the Spires with food, as well as the Empire.

      “Sureev? No. In fact, I wish I had trusted what my memories told me about him,” Nathan said.

      “And what was that?”

      “That he was a snake.”

      “Ah.”

      They fell silent.

      “So, why the long face?” Narime prodded.

      “Lots of reasons.” He shrugged at her expression of annoyance. “Sureev is like the Nationalists: a product of his situation. If anything, I sympathized with him, like I did with Torneus. I can’t help but feel like this almost ended up being a repeat of what happened in the Federation in my old world. The Torneus I knew would see the Federation burn before he gave in. Sureev was the same.”

      Narime rubbed his arm, but said nothing.

      “The other is that I don’t think much will change. While Sureev exploited existing tensions, the Council and Bastions need each other. The Bastions have learned that they can’t easily take control of the Spires, and the Council need the Bastions to protect everyone. I don’t want to be the one to step in and tell everyone what to do.”

      “I get the feeling you have a pair of women who want the opposite of you,” Narime said. “And I’m not talking about Anna and Alice.”

      “The Twins. I don’t really care much about what they want me to do,” he said.

      “You say that, but I guarantee that they’re influencing you.”

      He didn’t have an answer to that.

      So he moved on.

      “The final problem is fairly obvious. I overlooked Sureev because I was looking for a bigger threat. He was fairly obvious and had his fingers in every pie. Who made the original offer to deal with Torneus? Who invited me to the Spires? Who vanished when the first coup started? He also had some clear problems with the current state of things.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “And? You stopped him before things worsened,” Narime said.

      “What if I didn’t?”

      “Nathan, if you consider every possible chance you had to mess things up, you’d never stop worrying.”

      “Except this is different. Doumahr came closer to destruction than ever before. The Messenger, Sureev’s coup, and the speed it all happened. Plus the civil war breaking out early. The fact demonic activities tie into increased chaos is… troubling.” Nathan grimaced. “All I can think about is why I made the decisions I did. How close did I come to messing everything up? Years of effort would have been wasted.”

      “But they’re not,” Narime insisted.

      “No. For the first time in my life, I’m actually stopping the destruction, rather than trying to put out an unstoppable fire. But I’m terrified that a single mistake will ruin it all. If…” He gulped. “If there was another way…”

      “Nathan, I think you’re going down a dangerous path,” the fox warned, but her arms and tails curled around him despite that. “We’ll be with you whatever you decide, but remember we are here to support you. Although you do need to introduce us to this Kadria you’ve mentioned.”

      Her expression sharpened as she brought up the Messenger he had finally brought up.

      “I’ll need to work out how to do that,” he said. “She’s different these days. Her insults don’t have bite. When she first called me her partner, I thought she was manipulating me in order to calm me down. Now… Well, if she’s manipulating me, she’s better at it than I can handle.”

      “She is a succubus.”

      “A bad one, if you believe the Twins,” Nathan said.

      Narime giggled in response.

      Before the conversation could continue, a dark elf burst into the break room. He chattered wildly in his native tongue, too fast for Nathan to catch. Everybody stared at him. The beastkin looked confused, while the faces of the dark elves lit up in wonder and excitement.

      “Omria!” the dark elves shouted. “She’s returned. A prophet of Omria has descended in the Empire!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 42

          Sunstorm

        

      

    

    
      A company of armored soldiers walked through the brush outside Tartus. Their armor had been scrubbed of markings and they carried no banners. They moved with purpose, and kept their eyes peeled on their surroundings.

      Dozens more units like them converged on the city. Nathan had left Gharrick Pass only an hour ago, but his enemies struck fast.

      Sunstorm sat in the branches of a solitary tree. Farmland surrounded her, although the villagers cowered in their huts. Tartus lay on top of highly arable land, given the nearby rivers. The city itself sat in the distance, low and squat over the horizon.

      The sun was out and Sunstorm’s dark uniform and hair caused her to stand out. Hence why she hid within a tree. The soldiers stood out to her enhanced vision, despite their attempts to move stealthily.

      A thousand rebel soldiers couldn’t sneak up on a city, after all.

      There were too many of them to waste time on. She drummed her fingers on the hilts of her pair of short swords, trying to pick her target.

      Something glittered in the distance, on top of a hill. It had to be over five hundred yards away.

      Sunstorm’s onyx glowed.

      A moment later, the tree exploded into splinters. The force of the blast caused some of the wood to burst into flames, starting small fires in the fields. Everything had been harvested weeks ago, so the flames burned out swiftly.

      Nothing remained in the ruin. Not a drop of blood coated the fragments of the tree.

      Sunstorm reappeared a hundred feet away, behind one of the houses. Her onyx glowed repeatedly as she teleported across the field while remaining hidden behind various obstacles. Low walls, trees, a shack used to store equipment, a chapel filled with carved wooden idols of Omria.

      Finally, she crossed the field and arrived at the base of the hill that she had seen glitter earlier. With one final teleport, she appeared on top of a tree.

      “I told you that it would be easy,” a woman said, a garnet gem in her collarbone.

      She carried a battleaxe, which reminded Sunstorm of an old friend of hers. A cruel smile crossed her lips at the thought of the preserved head in her storage room. Sunstorm had hated Lucia, but she made for a very pretty part of her collection due to those pink highlights in her hair.

      This Champion was far less pretty. Plain, really. A human girl that Sunstorm doubted anyone would look twice at if she didn’t have a gem.

      Two other Champions stood nearby, as well as their Bastion. Both Champions were monogems. One had a sapphire, and appeared to be a mage given her oversized staff and baggy robes.

      The other held a huge longbow as big as she was and had an amethyst. If she wasn’t a Champion, the bow would be far too large for her.

      As it was, Sunstorm questioned the viability of a bow that large in real combat.

      The Bastion looked cute, Sunstorm guessed.

      Genuinely cute, in the way that children were. She questioned if his balls had dropped.

      Both he and the Champions openly wore emblems of the Federation, rather than the Imperial uniforms they should wear now. Did they think that this civil war was about taking back their country?

      Not that it was Sunstorm’s worry. Her swords had found their targets. Anna’s soldiers could deal with the vermin from earlier.

      But Champions? Dealing with them was Sunstorm’s job.

      “Are you sure you got her?” the Bastion asked, holding a hand over his eyes as he looked at the destroyed tree.

      “She didn’t have a chance to react. All those rumors about this Bastion Nathan being some sort of super Bastion blessed by Omria herself are bullshit,” the garnet Champion said, clapping her Bastion on the back. “His Champion died like a bitch, just like the rest of the Imperial dogs will.”

      “I don’t—” the archer began to say.

      “A bitch, huh?” Sunstorm shouted.

      The Champions froze, then spun toward her location. Their gems glowed. The archer drew and loosed an arrow at the tree, while the garnet Champion rushed forward to protect her Bastion.

      Sunstorm appeared behind the Bastion, her swords drawn. “Missed again.”

      The Champions barely had a chance to scream, before Sunstorm severed their Bastion’s head in a single double cut. His headless body collapsed to the ground.

      After looking over the head, Sunstorm tossed it at the garnet Champion. “Can’t say it fits my preferences. What about yours?”

      Their gems had gone dull with the death of their Bastion. They weren’t a threat anymore.

      But after those threats, Sunstorm didn’t feel like letting them go.

      The garnet Champion caught the head of her Bastion. Then she screamed and dropped it as she leaped backward in terror. A moment later, Sunstorm was on top of her.

      “Your head doesn’t suit me either,” the assassin murmured.

      Then she simply stabbed the garnet Champion in the heart, twisted, and pulled her sword back out.

      An arrow slammed into her back. Sunstorm winced, then looked down at the blunted arrow on the ground.

      “You can’t hurt me anymore,” she said, before looking back at the archer. “What do you think? Am I a bitch?”

      “You… you’re a fucking monster,” the archer gasped out. Tears streamed down her face as she tried to nock another arrow.

      Sunstorm walked over to her and kicked her down.

      “Get away from her!” an all-too-familiar voice shouted.

      Sunstorm froze. Why was Sen here?

      Then she looked over and saw the mage Champion preparing a third rank fire spell. Her face was wracked with fear, but she continued to cast.

      Sunstorm’s hands tightened around her swords. The mage looked nothing like Sen. In fact, the mage looked more like Sunstorm herself. What the hell had that been?

      “I’ll… I’ll shoot,” the mage warned, her voice wavering. She still sounded like Sen. It must be coincidence.

      Sunstorm rolled her eyes. “If your training wasn’t terrible, you’d know how useless that spell is. You’re from Kurai, aren’t you? Like me?”

      “So what? You killed Nic!” the mage screamed.

      Presumably, Nic was the name of the headless Bastion lying on the ground.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      The mage stared at her. Her spell slowly fizzled out.

      “Go home,” Sunstorm said. “Normally, I’d kill all of you after your friend’s threats. Consider yourself lucky.”

      “I don’t have a home. Neither do you,” the mage mumbled.

      Sunstorm’s lip curled. “I do. But you won’t find a home if you give up like that. If you survived the death of Kurai, you can survive losing your shitty underage Bastion. What, did you tuck him in every night and sing him a lullaby?”

      Despite herself, the mage giggled, although it came out more like a hiccup. The archer looked between them in horror.

      “Leave,” Sunstorm said. “Whatever revolution you thought you were supporting doesn’t exist. Find someone who is worth fighting for.”

      Then she teleported away.

      By the time she reached Tartus, the enemy soldiers had engaged with the defending knights. Sunstorm distracted herself by helping out. The rebel soldiers screamed in terror as she carved a bloody path through them. Within a few short minutes, the remainder surrendered or fled.

      The knights saluted her, but she waved them off.

      Instead, she teleported away and headed for the palace. Anna needed to know that rebel Bastions had already arrived, and what her enemies thought they were fighting for.

      The palace itself was locked down by beastkin knights wearing both Anna’s emblem and the altered beastkin emblem that now stood for supporting Nathan. When Sunstorm arrived, she found the knights cleaning up corpses.

      “How did they get in here?” Sunstorm asked one of the knights.

      “Probably here all along. This is a trade city. There’ll be hundreds of them hiding here, so we’ll just need to keep Her Grace safe,” the knight answered with a shrug. “Leave that part to us.”

      Inside, knights patrolled the hallways. Servants still moved around, but they were checked for weapons before entering any rooms. Sunstorm ignored everyone and made a beeline for Anna’s study.

      The reception desk where Fyre usually sat was empty. Instead, several knights stood guard outside. They waved Sunstorm in, before remembering to salute.

      Upon entering, she saw more knights around the edges of the room. Anna sat on a sofa, a huge wireless device in front of her on top of a glass and wood coffee table. Sunstorm hung back.

      “Things are a disaster out here,” the angry voice of an old man said. “This has been planned for months, at least. I’ve already lost contact with two of the other dukes.”

      Sunstorm recognized the voice as Duke Ilmarn’s, one of the original regents from the Federation who had opposed Torneus. Supposedly, he traded heavily in food and had worked closely with Anna and Nathan over the past two years, given their food needs for this war.

      Also, Nathan needed a lot of food to keep Fei happy. She consumed industrial quantities of meat and grains.

      “Do we know if any of the other dukes are working with them?” a calmer voice asked. Duke Terrius, if Sunstorm guessed correctly. Narime’s old friend.

      “Of course they are. But this has spiraled out of control already. Nobody knows what they’re fighting for, unless they’re fighting for us,” Ilmarn said. “Some of them hate the beastkin. Some of them hate us. A lot of them hate the Empire.”

      “But they all hate something,” Anna said.

      “Oh, yes. That I can understand. They’re angry. But that’s all that unifies them, and they seem to have gotten very confused. They don’t know what nobles they’re trying to overthrow, so I think they’re just trying to overthrow all of them. I’ve received messages for help from counts and barons that I’m certain sent their soldiers to try to kill me yesterday.” Ilmarn laughed bitterly. “What a fucking mess.”

      “Things aren’t that bad over here,” Terrius said. “For now.”

      “Yes, for now,” Anna said. She sighed. “Do we know where George is?”

      “For once, he’s not betraying us,” Terrius said. “He and I control the duchies on the west coast of the Federation—sorry, of the Amica Duchies.” He chuckled at his own mistake. “He actually has a fleet capable of naval warfare, unlike me. But it’s not equipped with the wireless. He’s busy making arrangements, in case the rebels have ships of their own.”

      “Can we not call them rebels?” Anna suggested. “It makes them sound noble, somehow.”

      “Insurgents,” Ilmarn said. “That’s what Torneus always called people who opposed him. Can’t say I like borrowing his methods, but he knew how to handle this sort of thing brutally well.”

      “Emphasis on the ‘brutal?’” Anna asked.

      “Do you need to ask?” Ilmarn replied with a cynical laugh.

      “What about the Houkeem Desert? You’re all alone in the west, Ilmarn. I doubt you can reinforce it,” Anna said.

      “Do not worry about us,” a cold feminine voice said over the wireless, surprising Sunstorm. “Although all of your Champions have abandoned your posts, we remain vigilant. Humanity may squabble and forget their duties to protect the world, but the dark elves shall not.”

      Nobody replied.

      Sunstorm could feel Anna and the dukes collectively roll their eyes, even if she couldn’t see them. The condescension from the dark elves wore thin and was particularly frustrating given Nathan was saving the Spires from a Messenger right now.

      Something suddenly occurred to Sunstorm. If the dark elves were the only defenders of the Houkeem Desert, didn’t that mean…?

      “Anna,” Sunstorm said, trying to interrupt.

      “Not now, Sunstorm,” the duchess replied, waving her off.

      “Anna,” she repeated.

      “Talk to Lord Nathan’s Champion, Anna,” Ilmarn said. “Unlike our natter, hers might keep you alive.”

      “Thank you for your extremely positive words, Duke Ilmarn,” Anna said drily. “I’ll return shortly.”

      Then Anna froze. She stared at the wireless device in confusion.

      After several long moments, one of the beastkin knights stepped up and fiddled with the device.

      “The call is on hold, Your Grace,” the knight said, clearly suppressing her amusement.

      “Thank you,” Anna said. “I’ll learn to use these things one day.”

      “Not too soon,” one of the other knights muttered. “Listening to her get flustered over them when she tries to contact Nathan is half of the fun we have.”

      A few nearby knights nodded in agreement. Clearly, entertainment was rare in Anna’s palace. But their appreciation for their duchess was plain.

      “Sunstorm, what’s the matter?” Anna asked as she strode up to her.

      “Do you have a way to contact Nathan?” Sunstorm asked.

      “I can probably get through to him if necessary. Don’t you have a way?” Anna asked. She looked at her bedroom.

      “No,” Sunstorm said. “He needs to be reminded that the dark elf Bastions can’t die under any circumstances. If their Champions are the only thing protecting the Houkeem Desert, then it doesn’t matter what else happens. We lose if one of those Bastions dies.”

      Anna stared at Sunstorm. Her eyes slowly widened in shock.

      Then she ran into her bedroom.

      After several minutes, she returned, but flustered.

      “He should find out soon,” Anna said. “Did you need anything else?”

      “I wanted to tell you about the Champions closing on Tartus, and their motivations,” Sunstorm said. “But did you need me to help somewhere else?”

      Anna frowned. “I did, actually. Fyre fell out of contact not long after heading up to help Vera at Kravum Rock. I’m worried about her.”

      “Someone has to be,” Sunstorm said.

      “Don’t be a bitch. She’s a little overenthusiastic, but her heart is in the right place,” Anna said.

      “You mean, she wants it to be pierced by Nathan’s cock,” Sunstorm said.

      “I suspect she wants something else penetrated by him. But yes. Now go and make yourself useful. Shoo.” Anna waved her off.

      As Sunstorm left, the wireless discussion resumed. She didn’t bother listening in.

      The disappearance of Fyre piqued her interest to a far greater extent. Fyre was a duogem Champion. Despite her dislike of the horse beastkin, she felt trustworthy to Sunstorm. At least, trustworthy in the sense that she wouldn’t work against Nathan directly.

      If Fyre was missing, something was very wrong.

      Hours passed before Sunstorm found any trace of the duogem Champion. Night began to fall. Nathan was apparently remaining behind in the Spires to deal with some problem that had occurred there, so he’d be slow to return. With him still missing, Sunstorm focused on Fyre, as she was Nathan’s only other Champion in the field.

      Word from the soldiers in the field was that Fyre had been in the thick of fighting. She had gone west. Always west, deeper into enemy territory.

      They also said some stranger things about her. Things about how she glowed, or had wings, or strange religious talk.

      Sunstorm noticed that everyone wore Nathan’s crest now, and not just the beastkin. Humans did as well, including non-combatants. She saw people sewing wings onto their patches.

      A chill ran down Sunstorm’s spine as she pursued Fyre’s trail. There were fewer bodies than she expected. Most of the insurgents surrendered or changed sides when they encountered her.

      With every village that Sunstorm passed through, she felt the strange fervor of the defenders more and more.

      A golden glow loomed in the distance, outside a town on the border of the duchy. Sunstorm stared at the hundreds of soldiers fighting in the open field. Townspeople stood at the edge of their town, many of them on their knees and praying.

      No fewer than four Champions battled a golden figure with massive golden wings. Two of those Champions were duogems, although they were only garnets. One was a sapphire, and another a diamond.

      Two Bastions cowered behind the diamond Champion. Another Champion lay dead in the field, her entire body bisected.

      The soldiers gave the battle of Champions wide berth as they brawled. Sunstorm ignored them.

      Instead, she teleported into the real battle.

      She appeared next to the diamond Champion, who wore no markings and was clearly an insurgent. The Champion screamed and tried to fend off Sunstorm.

      Ignoring her, Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness and appeared behind the Bastions.

      “No!” the sapphire Champion screamed.

      She raised her arm toward Sunstorm, and a glowing square appeared in her hand. An instant later, a blast of light slammed into the assassin.

      It hurt like hell, but Sunstorm simply grunted and slammed her sword into the face of the closest Bastion. He didn’t have the time to defend himself, and died. One of the duogems screamed in response.

      A moment later, the golden figure vaporized that duogem Champion in an explosion of light. Nothing was left of the corpse. Not even ash.

      “All who oppose the faithful of Omria will be judged,” the golden figure shouted. Her voice echoed deep within Sunstorm’s head, as if penetrating her mind directly. But it sounded familiar. “The faithful will defend the goddess’s Empire, and they will be remembered.”

      The remaining Bastion flung his sword at Sunstorm. She leaped away to dodge it.

      Then he ran. Behind him, the diamond Champion collapsed to her knees, staring in horror at the fallen Bastion that Sunstorm had killed.

      Before the Bastion made it very far, the golden figure pointed her sword at him. A moment later, he collapsed.

      Sunstorm barely felt the magic used. It had been so subtle that the only reason she recognized it was long familiarity with Nathan’s ascended magic. Nathan couldn’t use ascended magic anywhere near as complex or subtle as that.

      She gulped, then stared at the golden figure.

      The remaining Champions collapsed to the ground, their gems now inert. The townspeople let out shouts and cheers. They praised the goddess en masse, and repeated lines of scripture that Sunstorm had been forced to memorize in her youth.

      The golden figure approached Sunstorm. She had long blonde hair, red eyes, a pair of pointed horse ears, and a silken horse’s tail. Two garnet gems sat in her collarbone, but they glowed with a golden light.

      “Fyre?” Sunstorm asked.

      “Choe,” Fyre said, smiling gently.

      Sunstorm froze. Then her expression turned thunderous. “Never call me that again. I don’t care who or what you are. Only Nathan and Sen have the right to call me by my true name. Do not insult me.”

      Fyre’s smile turned frazzled. “Oh. Uh, sorry.” She scratched the back of her head. “Um, it seemed like the right thing to do. I’m still getting used to this prophet thing.”

      Taking a deep breath, Sunstorm tried to let her anger dissipate.

      Whatever or whoever stood in front of her, her power was the real deal. And those gems appeared to be Fyre’s.

      Also, her red eyes held an almost accusatory look in them. Sunstorm would recognize that jealous gaze anywhere. Fyre looked at all of Nathan’s lovers that way. As if she would give anything to take their place.

      Sunstorm genuinely wondered what went on inside this horsegirl’s head, to be so obsessed with Nathan. Even now that she had this insane power, she still thirsted for him.

      “Prophet?” Sunstorm asked, taking the bait.

      “Of Omria. The goddess spoke to me. Has been speaking to me for some time,” Fyre corrected. She gave Sunstorm her familiar smile. “The time is right to drive out the imposters who use faith as a weapon against the true believers. I know you don’t believe me, but it doesn’t matter. You stand with Nathan. That makes you a true warrior of Omria. You even leaped in to help me without question.”

      Given Nathan had just revealed he was working with Messengers, it seemed a bit rich that simply serving Nathan made Sunstorm a warrior of the goddess. But Sunstorm ignored that part.

      “I had a hunch it was you,” Sunstorm said. “I saw your golden swords back in Aleich, a couple of years ago.”

      Fyre blinked. “I see. Then I know I can trust you. Tell Nathan that I’ll be with him once I’ve done my duty.”

      “I’m not telling him that,” Sunstorm said flatly. “For one thing, if you’re really a prophet, he’s not going to believe me. For a second thing, tell him yourself. He accepted you as his Champion. Remember that, and what it means when it comes to loyalty. He trusted you, and you should return that trust.”

      The horsegirl’s eyes closed. Her body shook for a second. When she reopened her eyes, her jealousy had magnified intensely.

      “I wish I could act as freely around him as you do,” Fyre said with a pout. “But I need to do this first. He’ll forgive me after all this is done, right? That’s what he does, isn’t it? Forgive people?”

      Sunstorm glared at Fyre silently.

      Once she realized that no answer was forthcoming, Fyre left. The townspeople and soldiers flocked to her. They held their hands against her glowing golden wings. Many waved figures of Omria in the air or asked her to bless them.

      Instead, Fyre gave them a speech on the need to ensure peace and stability, and to fend off the insurgents. She even slipped in how important Nathan was.

      Sunstorm sat down on a nearby rock and stared up at the night sky for what felt like an hour.

      Today had been a long day. She doubted that Nathan would like this piece of news, whenever he got back from the Spires.
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      “Does someone want to tell me who this prophet is supposed to be?” Nathan asked the day after he returned, to an assembled room of his closest Champions and Anna. “And where the hell is Fyre?”

      They all looked at each other, then back at him.

      Nathan clenched his fists, then took a deep breath and calmed down.

      After returning through the gateway, he had shut it down, then summoned everyone to Anna’s palace in Tartus. Due to a literal miracle, the worst of the violence in the civil war had settled down.

      Said miracle being the appearance of a prophet of Omria preaching the word of the goddess as she drove back the Nationalist insurgents.

      His primary Champions joined him here, along with Anna, Vera, and even the Twins.

      Suspicious looks were thrown at the succubi, but they had thrown a huge tantrum when Nathan tried to send them away. His connection to them allowed them wander around freely, apparently. Although Maura mentioned that they needed to be careful with her full strength outside the portals.

      “Fyre is the prophet,” Sunstorm declared.

      “Bullshit,” Nathan said.

      “I saw her, Nathan. While she didn’t look like a lot of the statues, that’s mostly because she’s a horse beastkin.” Sunstorm mimicked two beast ears using her hands. “What she did have were glowing golden wings, a huge golden sword that incinerated a Champion whole, and invulnerability. She fought five Champions at once and was unscathed afterward.”

      “Yes, but she’s Fyre.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Or maybe she’s not anymore.”

      “No, she’s definitely still Fyre. I caught her briefly. Same smile. Same odd look in her eyes. Same creepy fixation on you and suppressed jealousy that I’m sleeping with you and she’s not,” Sunstorm said.

      Several other Champions nodded sympathetically.

      “Then she’s not the prophet of the goddess. I felt her mind earlier. There’s something wrong with it, but she’s as likely to be related to the goddess as I am,” Nathan said.

      “About that…” Anna said.

      He looked at her, confused.

      “Nathan, Fyre is your Champion. She’s spent the last two years declaring how amazing and great you are, and a lot of that has been in a religious context. I don’t know if she’s said as much, but if she’s the prophet, what does that make her Bastion, who she won’t shut up about?” Anna explained.

      Oh no.

      Nathan blinked.

      “Wait,” he said, holding up a finger. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Of course not,” Maura drawled, arms folded behind her head. “Because your glowing golden goddess isn’t here. Why is everybody so impressed by some glowing wings? We just fought a dude who thinks he’s the god of death.”

      “I’m pretty sure he called himself the apostle of doom,” Nathan corrected.

      “He stole the name of a god of death from my world. That’s what all the bones are about, and all the black. I’d call it a phase, but he’s been going through it for all eternity by this stage,” Maura said.

      As always when these topics came up, everyone else looked confused.

      “Where’s the little goat, anyway? She should have an opinion on this.”

      “Missing. Given what she said, I think this is the chance she’s been waiting for,” he said.

      Both Twins stared at him. He didn’t need them to say anything to know they found Kadria’s absence suspicious.

      “Look, I don’t think this has anything to do with the goddess,” Nathan said. “I didn’t feel a connection like that. By contrast, I felt something in Astra’s mind. If that was the goddess, then I think we’re dealing with something else in Fyre’s case.”

      Especially given Fyre was helping him.

      Although the implication troubled him. A beastkin prophet of Omria, fighting back against the Nationalists of the Empire? That had the potential to upend all of Doumahr.

      Omria had vanished twice in history. The first time, her disappearance had heralded the ruin of the faeries, ending their reign over the world. Creations such as the Spires and cairns had never been reproduced.

      The second time had only been over four centuries ago, when she abandoned the Empire. The gap this time was smaller, if it were true.

      But the pattern remained the same. Omria might be hopping between races. But why?

      Nathan finally noticed that Astra had stiffened in response to his mention of her mind. He stared at her.

      “That’s not her, is it?” he asked Astra.

      “No,” she said.

      “Oh yeah, I’ve always wondered why you’re immortal. Like, you went super weird when Jirou flooded the portal with demonic energy,” Maura said.

      Jirou?

      “Who?” Nathan asked.

      “Thanatos.” Maura shuddered. “I hate calling him that.”

      Nathan suspected that Maura was making fun of Thanatos in a way that he fundamentally didn’t understand.

      “A voice,” Astra said, staring at the ground. “I was weak. It made me strong. I thought…” she trailed off.

      The Twins stared at her with unusually sympathetic expressions.

      “You thought everything would get better after he helped you,” Laura said.

      Astra nodded.

      Maura let out a low whistle. “Well, that explains why your immortality is so fucked up. Our boss hooked a tendril in you. He loves building women up and then knocking them down. I wonder if there’s a Messenger-version of you out there?”

      The room erupted into chaos. Nathan shouted everyone down.

      Sitting perfectly still, Astra held a hand against her opals. Her face hadn’t shifted.

      Had she always known?

      “Nobody is to speak of this outside this room,” Nathan said.

      “You don’t need to tell us that,” Seraph said. “But I would like to know who this ‘boss’ is?”

      “A being of chaos that can’t exist in reality, but likes to mess with it anyway,” Maura said. “He eats worlds. The goat knows more about him. Apparently he has lots of stories about him in our world.”

      Seraph stared at the Twins. “Why don’t you say his name?”

      “Because names hold power. We’re powerful enough that saying the wrong names can summon the being, or allow them to summon us. When we meet our boss, we try not to even think his name. He’s that bad. His tendrils crawl into your mind.” Maura shuddered.

      “But we’re fine?” Seraph confirmed.

      “I mean, you are. Nathan can’t anymore. We sucked his cock too much and made him too strong.”

      Everyone stared at Nathan, and more than a few glares were sent his way.

      “She’s joking,” he said. “About the last part. But she’s right that I’m careful about the names I say. It’s why I only call her the goddess.”

      “I’d wondered,” Narime said.

      The meeting broke up shortly afterward. Too many things to do for everyone.

      The Champions needed to respond to the many requests for help. Anna needed to command her duchy. The Twins had to nap.

      But Nathan took in the current situation. Seraph stood with him in his office, as they both looked at the map.

      “As much as you might hate to hear this, Fyre turned the tide,” Seraph told him. “All of those beastkin she recruited into her movement rose to the defense of the Empire. The emblem they wore made for a strong rallying cry. Lots of others joined in as well, as it’s associated with you, Alice, and Anna. She’s been working toward this for years.”

      “I realized,” he said. “I underestimated her. Do we know where she is now?”

      “Heading toward Aleich. After she put out the fires in Amica, she vanished. Then she reappeared up north, between Tharban’s and Leopold’s territory. Word is that she’s heading south.”

      “This is going to turn into a huge battle over the capital,” Nathan mused. “Tharban is heading there and will get there first. But Fyre and the archdukes are also heading there. Then there’s us.”

      “Isn’t this whole war over the throne? Whoever controls it, controls the Empire.” Seraph tapped Aleich on the map, before brushing her fingers to the west. “Falmir’s armies haven’t moved. I think we were right about the timing.”

      “And Trafaumh?”

      “They’ve contacted Anna. We’ll need to hear them out. But their armies have massed on the northern border, near the Pearlescent Canyon.”

      Nathan frowned. “Anna…” Then it hit him. “They want to know more about Fyre.”

      “Most likely. They are the Order of Trafaumh, and even more religious than the Empire. You’re going to need to handle that eventually.” Seraph looked him in the eye. “The Twins are happy to play along with you, but they stick out like a sore thumb. If you think they can truly be tamed, I’ll trust you. But don’t forget what they are.”

      “Given the way they look, I won’t forget anytime soon.”

      They both laughed.

      When Seraph moved to continue the planning session, Nathan stopped her.

      “Tell me, is this all you want?” he asked her.

      She stared at him. “What do you think I want?”

      “I try not to guess the whims of my women. It tends to go badly.”

      “You could stand to guess more often,” she replied drily. She ran a hand through her hair and looked away. “Nathan, can you call me Lia? In private.”

      “Of course, Lia.”

      Seraph’s breath hitched. She closed her eyes and placed a hand over her chest.

      “I thought I wouldn’t recognize my name after so long,” she said. “I… don’t even remember the last time somebody called me it. But I trust you with it, Nathan.” She gulped and looked him in the eyes. “Again?”

      “Lia.”

      Seraph wrapped her arms around him and pulled him into a deep kiss. Her leg snaked him, rubbing against his calf.

      “Whatever happens, know that I will never regret this,” she said. “Never.”

      The planning session continued, but the atmosphere felt different. His loyal Champion wrapped herself around him as she helped him plan their response.

      Nathan knew he had a mountain of work in front of him. Enemies pressed against him from every direction. Falmir’s schemes threatened to undo everything he had done. He still had no clue what was up with Fyre.

      Despite that, he looked forward. Everything that had been thrown at him had failed.

      Once he crushed the rebellion and united the Empire, Doumahr would have a military power capable of holding its portals.

      The light was brightest at the end of a tunnel. Nathan could see that light. He only needed to reach it.
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